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Author’s Note 


For THousanps of ycars, men and women have revered the 
Bible as something holy and inspired by God. Even those 
who don't believe it to be inspired agree that the Bible is a 
great work of literature and contains some of the best 
writing in the world. 

Whether the Bible is read for love of God or for love of 
beauty, no other book has ever been read so much or so 
faithfully. Words and phrases from the Bible have entered 
every language, including English, so that cven people who 
never read the Bible are always filling their speech with bits 
and picces of It. 

What I would like to do in this book is to trace down 
some of the words and phrases we us¢, or come across in 
our reading, that stem from the Bible, or that have been 
influenced by the Bible. In order to keep my book a 
reasonable size, I shall restrict myself only to the very first 
part of the Bible, the book of Genesis. This contains some 
of the most famous stories of the Bible — Adam and Eve, 
Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, Joseph and his brothers. 

In doing this, I may be able to help show that the Bible is 
not just something to place on a pulpit, or something to take 
an oath on. Perhaps I can show you that it is a book that is 
very much part of all of us at all rimes, not only in religion, 
but in our everyday life and specch. 
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Introduction 


The Bible 


Asout EIGHT to ten thousand years ago, certain 
groups of men in Egypt and in the Middle East 
learned to write. They made up systems of marks 
which could be used to represent the sounds they 
made when they spoke. 

This was extremely important because it meant 
that instructions could be written down, instead of 
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having to be memorized. Records could be kept 
easily so that governments could become larger as 
well as more efficient. Great stories and poems could 
be preserved for everyonc to read. 

There was a catch, however. You had to have 
something to write upon. We often see cartoons of 
cave men chiscling words on rocks, but that is all 
wrong, of course. The prehistoric cave men never 
learned to write and even the later people who did 
carve inscriptions on rocks did so only for particu- 
larly important occasions. Carving on rock was far 
too hard and too slow. 

For everyday work, something more convenient 
to write on was necessary. One solution is to strip 
off some of the smooth, light bark of the beech tree, 
a very common tree in the forests of northern 
Europe. In fact, our words “book” and “beech” 
come from the same ancient Teutonic expression. 

One way of writing on tree bark is to use a hot 
nail, or something of the sort, to burn signs into it. 
The Greek word for “to burn in” is enkaiein and 
from the first syllable of that comes the English word 
“ink.” This word is still used for the colored liquid 
that is marked on a writing surface, even though 
burning has nothing to do with it. 

Even the best tree bark is brittle and rough, and 
something still better is needed. That something 
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better came from Egypt, where men had had the 
longest experience with writing. 

Along the banks of the Nile, the great river of 
Egypt, there grew a tall reed in ancient times. The 
Egyptians would cut down these reeds and take out 
the fibrous pith at the center of the long stem. These 
they would place side by side, then lay more pith 
over them crosswise, and build up several layers long- 
wise and crosswise in alternation. 

The layers were soaked in water, pressed together, 
then allowed to dry in the sun. The result was a thin, 
smooth sheet on which it was easy to write. In fact, 
it was the most convenicnt material for writing the 
ancient world knew of — much better than tree bark. 
The ancients called both the recd and the writing 
material they made out of it “papyrus.” 

Later, the papyrus recd became rare because it had 
too many uses for its own good. It could be used for 
making cloth, cords, shoes, even light boats. It could 
be used for fucl. It could even be eaten. And, of 
course, as the centuries passed, more and more Writ- 
ing material was needed. By the time of the Roman 
Empire, papyrus had become quite hard to get (and 
since then it has just about disappeared, at Icast in 
Egypt). 

Men turned to the skin of animals for writing ma- 
terials. This had been used since very ancient times, 
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but it came into real prominence about 170 b.c. in 
a city called Pergamum. This city ruled most of 
what is now western Turkey from 260 to 130 B.c. 
and its rulers were capable men interested in scholar- 
ship. Eumenes II, one of these rulers, founded a 
great library. 

For many of the books in the library, animal skins 
were used. This was made practical because someone 
working for Eumenes II devised a special way of 
preparing those skins so that both sides could be writ- 
ten on. This meant that a single skin could receive 
twice as much writing. The skins were much tougher 
and longer-lasting than papyrus, but, of course, they 
were also much more expensive. 

These special skins were named for the city in 
which they were prepared. The Romans called them 
carta pergamena (“paper of Peragamum’’). Later on, 
such skin was called simply pergamena and that has 
come down to us as “parchment.” The finest grades 
of parchment were made from the skins of very 
young calves and this was called “vellum” from the 
old French word for “calf.” 

About 800 a.p., a type of writing material similar 
to the old papyrus made its way westward into 
Europe from. China. It was manufactured from 
mashed-up wood, or from cotton or linen rags. The 
Europeans called it by the old name of the reed of the 


THE BIBLE / 5 


Nile and the word has come down to us as “paper.” 

It completely displaced parchment. In fact, it has 
proven to be so convenient and cheap that in over 
a thousand years nothing has come along to replace 
It. 


When the ancients wished to write a letter or a 
short document, a single shect of papyrus was sufh- 
cient. For a long piece of writing, a number of 
sheets had to be used and there was always the danger 
of losing some or getting the pile out of order. The 
solution to this was to glue the sheets of papyrus side 
by side in the proper order. This formed a long strip, 
sometimes a hundred fect long or cven more. To 
make this long strip manageable it was rolled about 
a stick and then the free end was rolled about a 
second stick. 

The reader would with one hand would unroll 
the strip from one stick, while his other hand rolled 
it onto the second stick. The page being read was in 
between. We still recall this type of book when we 
speak of a book as a “volume,” for this comes from a 
Latin word meaning “‘to roll.” 

In ancient times, when all books had to be copied 
by hand, a volume of writing meant a great deal of 
copying. It was quite a chore and people were im- 
pressed with the amount of writing contained in a 
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volume. The word “volume” came to mean the 
amount of room taken up by anything, and if a lot 
of room was taken up, it was ‘‘voluminous.” 

In Roman times, volumes were produced in quite 
large quantitics and trade in the dwindling supply 
of papyrus was brisk. The chief center of this trade 
was a town on the shores of the castern Mediter- 
ranean, in a land that was then called Phoenicia but 
is now part of the little nation of Lebanon, The 
name of the town was Byblos. It was so famous for 
its papyrus trade that papyrus came to be called 
biblos and a volume of papyrus was called a diblion. 
That word came to be used for any book. 

We still make use of this word in a number of 
ways. A collector of books (particularly rare old 
books) is called a “bibliophile.” The suffix ‘-phile” 
comes from a Greck word meaning “to love,” so a 
bibliophile is one who loves books. Then, when at 
the end of any article or book, the author lists other 
articles or books on the same subject, this is called a 
“bibliography” (“writing about books”). 


The Greeks and Romans had many books of all 
kinds, but the Jews living in ancient Judea had only a 
few. Those few, however, were very important to 
them, for they were books of history, poctry, and 
prophecy, which dealt very largely with the God 
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they worshiped, and were considered by them to 
have been inspired by God. They called them just 
“the writings” or “the books,” as though there were 
no others; and for them there weren’t. All other 
writings and books seemed insignificant in compari- 
son. 

We ourselves still refer to those works of the an- 
cient Jews in the same way. The Latin word for 
“the books” is biblia and for “the writings” is scrip- 
tura. Consequently, we know the writings of the 
Jews as simply the “Bible” or the “Scriptures.” 

During many centuries of Jewish history, from 
about 700 s.c. onward, various parts of the Bible 
were written down, and accepted by the Jews as in- 
spired. By Roman times, however, this process was 
finished. 

In 90 a.v. a group of Jewish scholars under Rabbi 
Akiba ben Joseph gathered to consider the Bible. (The 
word rabbi in Hebrew means “my great one” or 
“my master” and was used as a polite title of respect 
for teachers of religion. We do the same thing to- 
day when we address a musician as “maestro,” which 
means “master” in Italian.) 

The group of scholars gathered in the Judean town 
of Jamnia, which was a center of Icarning in Judea, 
after the Romans had destroyed Jerusalem in 70 a.p. 
The group decided which of the writings were to be 
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considered truly inspired and ordered that those only 
would be considered part of the Bible. They further 
declared that no more writings would be allowed to 
enter the Bible in the future. 

The rule established by that council has been kept 
by the Jews ever since. No new writing has been 
added to the Bible. The writings that are now part 
of it are “canonical,” from the Greek word for 
“rule,” or for a “measuring rod” against which 
standards can be set. The Bible, containing the books 
that meet the standard, can be referred to as the 
“sacred canon.” 

The word “canon” can also be applied to official 
works of any sort which are highly regarded. Onc 
might refer to the “Platonic canon,” for instance, 
meaning the works really written by Plato and not 
by some imitator. Admirers of Sherlock Holmes will 
use the word, half jokingly, for the full list of 
stories about that famous detective written by A. 
Conan Doyle. One can even speak of the “‘canons of 
good behavior.” 

About the time of the Council of Jamnia, however, 
additional writings were being prepared about the 
life of Jesus Christ, a prophet who had been crucified 
in Jerusalem about 30 a.p. and whose followers con- 
sidered him to have been the Son of God. Although 


THE BIBLE / 9 


the Jews never accepted these writings as inspired, 
the disciples of Christ (eventually called “Chris- 
tians’) did. When the Christian religion became 
dominant over the Roman Empire, the version of the 
Bible used included not only the older Jewish canon, 
but also the newer writings about Christ and his early 
followers. 

Now the Bible deals very largely with agreements 
made between God and man. God established cer- 
tain rules of behavior and the men who worshiped 
Him agreed to follow those rules. Any solemn agrec- 
ment is called a “testament” from the Latin word 
for “witness” because the existence of such agree- 
ments in writing was evidence as to the details of the 
agreement. The agreement itself was a witness, in 


other words. 
The word “testament” can be used for the Bible, 


and one of the earlicst Christian writers, the Apostle 
Paul, did so. His letters to the various early groups 
of the followers of Christ are included among those 
writings considered canonical by the Christians. In 
letters written by him to groups of worshipers in the 
city of Corinth in Greece, he referred to the original 
Jewish canon as “the old testament,” and to the teach- 
ings of Christ as “the new testament.” 

Ever since, the Bible has been thought of as being 
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made up of two parts. The first is the Old Testa- 
ment, sacred to Jews and Christians alike; the second, 
the New Testament, is sacred to the Christians only. 


Originally, most of the Old Testament was writ- 
ten in Hebrew, the language of the ancient Jews. 
After the Jews had been defeated by Nebuchadrez- 
zar,* however, and had been carried off to exile in 
586 B.c. to that conqucror’s city of Babylon, knowl- 
edge of Hebrew began to slip. When Cyrus of Per- 
sia restored the Jews to Judea, about 520 s.c., those 
who returned began to pick up Aramaic, a language 
quite like Hebrew, which was spoken by those who 
lived in Judea while the Jews were in exile. Some 
of the books of the Bible were written after the exile 
(the book of Daniel is an example) and they were 
written in Aramaic. Aramaic was the language used 
by Jesus and his disciples. 

In Greck and Roman times, however, many Jews 
migrated to lands outside Judea. The city of Alex- 
andria in Egypt, for instance, was one third Jewish. 
These Jews kept their religion but adopted the Greek 
speech which was current in Alexandria. More and 

* This name is spelled variously throughout the Bible 
as Nebuchadnezzar, Nebuchadrezzar, or Nabuchodono- 
sor, In this book we use Nebuchadrezzar, which, while 


perhaps less familiar than Nebuchadnezzar, is generally 
considered to be the more proper spelling. 
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more of them could speak neither Hebrew nor Ara- 
maic so that the Bible became meaningless to them. 

About 250 s.c. the king of Egypt, Ptolemy Phila- 
delphus, who was a patron of Icarning and well dis- 
posed toward the Jews, decided to do something 
about this. He is supposed to have sent to Judea for 
a number of rabbis who would translate the Bible into 
Greek, and this was eventually done. 

According to tradition, about 70 scholars were 
involved. The Greek version of the Bible (the very 
first appearance of the Bible in any language other 
than Hebrew) was called the “Septuagint,” from 
the Greek word for “seventy.” 

The New Testament was written in Greek to be- 
gin with, and when it quotes from the Old Testa- 
ment, it quotes from the Septuagint rather than from 
the original Hebrew version. The Greek language 
version of both Testaments was the official Bible 
among the carly Christians, who were drawn mostly 
from the eastern portion of the Roman Empire where 
Greek was the language spoken by the pcople. 

In early Christian times, the Jews were in exile 
again and this time permanently, for Judea had been 
destroyed by the Romans. They were anxious that 
the Bible not be distorted or lost and so a group of 
scholars called the Masoretes edited the Bible to get 
it into the most authoritative form. The word 
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“Masoretes” is from a Hebrew word meaning “tra- 
dition” because these scholars felt themselves to be 
holding firmly to the ancient traditions that had come 
down to them through the centuries. 

By the 900s at thie latest, the “Masoretic text” of 
the Hebrew Bible was established in final form to 
the last word and letter and there have been no 
changes since. Even as carly as the 300’s the Hebrew 
Bible was pretty close to the Masoretic text. 

And while the Jews worried about the Bible, so 
did the Christians of the western part of the Roman 
Empire. That part was populated by Latin-speaking 
people and a Greek Bible was useless to them. About 
380 a.p. Pope Damasus I commissioned his secretary 
to prepare a Latin translation. 

This secretary was named Eusebius Hieronymus, 
but in English he is most commonly referred to as 
Jerome, which is a shortened version of Hieronymus. 
In 386, Jerome traveled to Palestine to learn Hebrew. 
He consulted Hebrew versions of the Bible as well 
as Greek versions and prepared a Latin translation 
that has been in use ever since, 

Jerome’s Latin translation is called the “Vulgate” 
from a Latin word meaning “the common people.” 
After all, it.had been translated from a language 
known, in the west, only to scholars, and now it was 
in a language spoken by the common pcople. (Of 
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course, since scholars and aristocrats consider the 
common people to be ignorant, crude, and unman- 
nerly, the term “vulgar” has come to mean anything 
ignorant, crude, and unmannerly, but that has nothing 
to do with the Vulgate.) 

After the breakup of the Roman Empire, its west- 
ern and eastern portions followed different paths 
and grew apart. By 1054, the last tics of religion 
broke and after that there were two main groups of 
Christians. The castern group, using the Greek 
Bible, and following the authority of the Patriarch at 
Constantinople, made up the “Greck Orthodox 
Church.” (Nowadays it is often called the Eastern 
Orthodox Church because among its followers are 
many who are not Greek. For many years, for in- 
stance, the most important group in the church were 
the Russians. ) 

The word “orthodox” comes from Greek words 
meaning “right opinion” and of course the leaders of 
the Greek church felt they had the right opinion. 
Naturally, every other group of people who have 
any sort of opinion belicve the same thing. There- 
forc, anyone who follows the strict rules of any re- 
ligion, or even the strict rules of any way of thinking 
outside religion, can be called orthodox. You can 
talk of an orthodox communist, or even an orthodox 
atheist. 
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The western group, using the Latin Bible and ac- 
cepting the authority of the Pope at Rome, formed 
the “Roman Catholic Church.” The word “catho- 
lic’ comes from a Greek word meaning “universal” 
because the Roman Catholic Church considers itself 
to have universal authority over all people. What's 
more, it has been in existence so long and has been 
so influential that today, cven among pcople who 
are not Catholics, the use of the simple phrase, “the 
Church,” with a capital C, is often used to mean the 
Roman Catholic Church. 


Through the Middle Ages, the language problem 
became serious once again. After the breakup of the 
Roman Empire in the West, various lands came under 
the rule of groups of “barbarians” who spoke Ger- 
manic languages, E-ducation declined and each group 
of people developed its own half-Latin dialect. Soon 
there were a scrics of languages, such as French, 
Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian. 

Outside the old boundaries of the Roman Empire, 
languages such as German, Dutch, Swedish, and Dan- 
ish remained altogether Germanic. English developed 
from a form of old German called Anglo-Saxon to 
which a certain amount of Old French was added 
when the Normans invaded England in 1066. 

Yet through it all the Latin Bible was used and 
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Latin remained the language of the Church. The 
Church felt that when Christians spoke a dozen dif- 
ferent languages, the only way to hold them together 
to one religion was to have one language everywhere 
for the Bible and for church services. (In the same 
way, the Jews held themselves together during their 
scattered exile by the use of one language, Hebrew, 
for religious purposes.) 

But every once in a while, there were attempts by 
various groups to break away from the Church. 
Such attempts finally met with success in the 1500's 
in just those countries where the language was least 
like Latin — in Germany, Scandinavia, Holland, and 
England. 

The first successful leader in this movement away 
from the Roman Church was a German monk named 
Martin Luther, who, in 1517, began his questioning 
of certain practices of the Church which he felt were 
wrong. His followers were named “Lutherans.” In 
1529, the Lutherans protested against an official de- 
cree which banned any changes in religion in Ger- 
many and as a result they were also called 
“Protestants.” 

As the years passed, the movement to break away 
from the Church spread and many other Icaders arose. 
Although the Icaders were all against the Pope, they 
did not agree among themselves, so that different 
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groups of non-Catholic religious belief arose that were 
not connected with the Roman or Greek Catholic 
Church. These new groups were, however, all 
lumped under the name “Protestants” and they still 
are, 

The different divisions among the Protestants arc 
called “sects” from a Latin word meaning “to cut” 
or “to divide.” The followers of each sect often 
quarreled bitterly with those of other sects, even 
over what would scem to outsiders to be very small 
points. Consequently, the term “sectarian” has come 
to mean “narrow-minded” or “quarrelsome over 
small points.” 

Different Protestant sects were sometimes con- 
fined to a single nation or to people speaking a single 
language. They did not feel it necessary to keep to 
one Biblical language for all nations, but felt their 
own language would be sufficient for those of their 
own sect. Martin Luther himsclf translated the Bible 
into German, while in England there were a number 
of attempts to translate it into English. 

The first translations in England had been made 
centuries before Luther. An English scholar named 
John Wycliffe started a translation of the Bible which 
was completed in 1389, after his death, by some of his 
followers. Wycliffe, however, did not follow ortho- 
dox belief. He was a “heretic.” This comes from a 
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Greek word meaning “to choose” and applies to 
someone who, faced with an already established way 
of thinking, chooses a special way for himself. 

Wycliffe’s translation was not accepted by the 
Church people in England for that reason. In fact, 
it gave the whole notion of translating the Bible into 
English a bad reputation. 

With the coming of Protestantism, another Eng- 
lishman, William Tyndale, began a translation in the 
1520's. He went back to the Greek version and used 
that. He also visited Luther and was strongly in- 
fluenced by Luther’s German version. Tyndale was 
also a herctic, however, and he was put to death in 
1536. Yet his English version of the Bible set the 
style that was used forever after. It is to him more 
than to any other single person that we owe the 
beauties of the English Bible. 


After Protestantism had won its final victory in 
England under Queen Elizabeth I, it was no longer 
dangerous to try to translate the Bible. A number 
of versions were prepared, but English churchmen 
felt the need of an official translation. 

King James I, the successor of Elizabeth I, called 
a group of scholars together in 1604 to prepare such 
an official version. Depending heavily on the Tyn- 
dale translation, the official “Authorized Version” 
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was completed in 1611 and has been in use in English- 
speaking Protestant churches ever since. It is fa- 
miliarly called the “King James Version.” 

Meanwhile, as a reaction to all this translation by 
Protestants, the Catholic Church, in 1546, at a meet- 
ing of churchmen at the Council of Trent, formally 
accepted the Vulgate as the official Roman Catholic 
Bible. However, the English Catholics finally de- 
cided to prepare an English translation of their own 
that could guide those of the old religion even though 
it might not be official. 

Under Elizabeth I, the leaders of the English Cath- 
olics had left the country for a place of safety in 
Catholic France. Working in the city of Rheims, 
they prepared an English translation of the New 
Testament in 1582, and working in the city of 
Douay, they translated the Old Testament in 1610. 
This “Douay Version” is the English Bible used by 
Catholics. 

This does not end the history of the Bible, for in 
the three centuries since the Authorized (King 
James) Version, the language of the Bible has come 
to be old-fashioned. Some of the words it uses have 
even changed their meanings so that people who read 
the Authorized Version nowadays are in danger of 
getting a completely wrong idea at times. What's 
more, Biblical studies since 1611 have shown that ac- 
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tual mistakes were made here and there in the trans- 
lation. 

For this reason, scholars have felt it necessary to 
prepare new and modernized versions. This has 
proved hard to do, For onc thing, the exact language 
of the Authorized Version has become so familiar to 
many people that they feel any change is irreligious. 
For another thing, the language of the Authorized 
Version is so beautiful that it is almost impossible to 
change it in any way without spoiling the beauty. 

Nevertheless, in the 1870's, the attempts to make 
a modernized translation of the English Bible were 
begun. This “Revised Version” was published in 
1885, while an American group prepared a slightly 
different “American Standard Version” in 1901. Fi- 
nally, the American Standard Version was further 
corrected, and the “Revised Standard Version” of 
the New Testament appeared in 1946 and of the Old 
Testament in 1952. 

And yet we must remember that while these new 
versions are more accurate translations, It is the words 
of the King James Bible that live in our language 
and in the hearts of most English-speaking people. 
In this book, I will always quote from the King James 
Bible, unless I particularly say that I am not doing so. 


The King James, or Authorized, Version of the 
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Bible is divided into a total of 66 “books,” 39 in the 
Old Testament and 27 in the New Testament. This 
number varies in other versions of the Bible, for not 
everyone agrees which books are canonical and which 
arc not. The Jews, of course, include only the first 
39, The Catholics include all 66, plus a few others 
that are not to be found in the Authorized Version. 

We might call these divisions of the Bible “scc- 
tions” or “parts” in our own day, rather than 
“books.” The use of this latter word dates back to 
the time when the various parts of the Bible were 
indeed separate books in the old volume form, each 
one rolled upon its own pair of sticks. 

Sometimes the Bible is called “the Book of Books” 
meaning that it is the best of all books. The phrase 
might also mean exactly what it says, for the Bible 1s 
a book made up of a collection of what were origi- 
nally separate books. 

The individual books of the Bible are not long, 
according to modern notions. In the particular edi- 
tion of the Bible I am using, there are some books, 
such as Obadiah in the Old Testament and the Sec- 
ond and Third Epistles of John in the New Testa- 
ment, which are only a page long. The longest book, 
Jeremiah, is 73 pages long in my edition. 

Books that might have been longer are broken up 
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into two parts. All of Samucl would have been 78 
pages long; all of Kings, 81 pages; all of Chronicles, 
85 pages. Each onc is divided in two, so that we have 
1 Samucl, 2 Samucl, 1 Kings, 2 Kings, 1 Chronicles, 
and 2 Chronicles. 

The reason for this is that volumes, rolling from 
one stick to another, became difficult to handle if 
they were too long. They would be heavy and 
clumsy and to find a particular page might take a 
wearisome amount of rolling and unrolling. It paid 
to keep books short, therefore; or, if a book had to be 
long, to prepare it in the form of several volumes. 
Thus, Homer’s long poems, the Iliad and the Odys- 
sey, are cach in twenty-four “books,” while Vergil’s 
Aeneid is in twelve “books.” 

The switch from papyrus to parchment made vol- 
umes even heavier and clumsicr. To be sure, modern 
Jews in their houses of worship (“synagogucs,” from 
a Greek word meaning “to bring together”) have 
portions of the Bible on parchment on large rolls of 
this type. These are ceremoniously brought out dur- 
ing services, unrolled to a proper place, and reverently 
read from. The Bible in this form is large and heavy, 
and it is a very impressive ritual, but if everyday 
books were in this form, they would be almost im- 
possible to handle. 
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About the beginning of the Christian era, some- 
one thought of a new way of handling the numerous 
sheets of a book. Instead of pasting them side by 
side, they were stacked one on top of the other. In 
order to keep them from getting out of place or lost, 
the sheets were folded and sewn together along the 
fold. To keep them folded, the sheets were placed 
between thin boards of wood or stiff leather and held 
there in various ways. 

In this way, large books of the modern type were 
first made. The sheets became pages or “leaves” and 
such a book was called a “folio,” from a Latin word 
meaning “leaf.” Another word for such carly bound 
books is “codex.” This is a Latin word for a waxed 
wooden board on which writing could be easily 
scratched, then erased by smearing the wax. It came 
to be used for any form of writing such as a folio of 
parchment or, later, paper. The change from the old 
volume to the new bound book was complete by 
about 400 a.p. 

Once printing was invented, about 1450, it be- 
came convenient to use large sheets of paper on which 
a number of different pages could be printed at once. 
The large sheets could be folded twice into quarters 
(“‘quartos”). or three times into eighths (“octavos,” 
from a Latin word meaning “cighth”). Even more 
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foldings could be involved. By means of printing and 
foldings it became very easy to produce books with 
many pages, and the Bible I am using has over 1500 
pages. 

A large book such as the Bible, prepared in this 
form, isn’t particularly heavy or clumsy (very thin 
paper called “bible paper” is used) and it is no more 
difficult to find a particular spot than if it were a short 
book. Onc only has to flip the pages and turn quickly 
to any part of any book. 

But men don’t change words they are used to just 
because circumstances change. The divisions of the 
Bible are still called “books.” 

At first, each book was written solidly, with no 
breaks. This was the easiest way of doing it as far 
as the writing itself was concerned and the hard- 
working copyists were glad to take the easiest way. 
A book all in one piece makes for hard reading, how- 
ever. 

About 1200, an English student of the Bible 
named Stephen Langton (who later became Arch- 
bishop of Canterbury) divided the various books into 
short, casily handled sections. Now short sections 
of a book might often be written under titles indicat- 
ing what cach section was about. Such a title is writ- 
ten at the beginning or “head” of the section, and in 
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English we might call ica “heading.” The Latin word 
for head is “caput” and such a division or section Is 
called a “chapter.” 

Then about 1550, another English scholar, Robert 
Stephens, divided the chapters of the New Testament 
into still smaller sections called “verses.” ‘This comes 
from a Latin word which originally meant the single 
line or furrow made in the soil by a plow. When 
the Romans turned from farming to literature, they 
used the same word for a single line of poetry. 

This same system of chapter and verse was ¢x- 
tended to the Old Testament later and it all proved 
very handy in the new age of the Protestants. The 
Protestant leaders encouraged their followers to read 
the Bible, and engaged in considerable arguments 
among themselyes about the meaning of the Bible. 
In doing so they quoted from the Bible often and in 
order to explain exactly what they were quoting they 
would refer not only to the book but also to the chap- 
ter and verse of the book. 

In fact, to this day, when someone presents an 
argument in which his reasoning and evidence is care- 
fully organized and presented in full, we say he is 
“citing chapter and verse.” 


In the Beginning 


Tue First Book of the Bible deals with the very ear- 
liest history of the world, as the ancicnt Hebrews 
thought that history to be. 

The Hebrews often called the books of the Bible 
after the first word or phrase. The first word of the 
Hebrew version of the first book, and therefore its 
Hebrew name, is b’rayshith, which happens to mean 
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“in the beginning,” and that is a very good name for 
the book. 

The translators of the Septuagint gave the books 
Greek names, of course, and these are often uscd 
in the Authorized Version. The Greek name (and 
ours) for the first book of the Bible is Genesis, and 
that is a good name also, for it means the coming into 
being of something. 

Now unless I particularly say differently, I am 
going to quote only from the book of Genesis in 
this volume. If I wish to quote the first verse in the 
first chapter, I will mark it 1:1. The tenth verse in 
the second chapter will be 2:10. The first number 
will always refer to the chapter, the second to the 
verse. 

Well, then, to begin with, the very first verse of 
Genesis and therefore of the Bible is: 


1:1. In the beginning God created the 
heaven and the earth. 


As you see, God enters the picture at once. The 
word “god” is a very old one, its origin lost in the old 
Teutonic. It can mean any being considered as hav- 
ing powers that are more than human. We speak of 
the “Greck gods,” for instance. When the word ts 


written with a capital letter, however, it always 
means the God of the Bible. 
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It is natural, somchow, to think there is some con- 
nection between the words “god” and “good,” the 
origin of the latter word also dating far back. How- 
ever, the similarity in sound seems to be only coinci- 
dence. Still, one word can shift to the other in 
common speech, as in the phrase of farewell. An 
old-fashioned saying, when two pcople part, is “God 
be with you,” meaning that the person speaking 1s 
wishing the other a life under God’s care. The word 
“God” becomes “good”; the phrase “be with you” 
is shortened to “b’ye” and the word of farewell be- 
comes “good-bye.” The word is used so frequently, 
it is being contracted even more to “g’byc” or even 
just “ ’bye.” 

In the same way, the day which is dedicated to 
the remembrance of the crucifixion of Jesus, was 
originally called “God’s Friday” and this became 
“Good Friday.” 

The word “god” turns up in other expressions 
where we usually don’t think of it as existing. In the 
days before modern medicine, people often thought 
of those who were out of their senses as being under 
the influence of some god. Someone like that would 
be “giddy.” Nowadays, the word has weakened un- 
til it merely means fuzzy-minded or dizzy. 

An even odder use of the word stems back to Nor- 
man days. The Normans (really “Northmen’) in- 
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vaded France about 850 and settled in a district 
named “Normandy” after them. For a while, the 
Normans continued to speak their original Teutonic 
language and would frequently call upon some god 
or other. The French of the time named them after 
the loud remark “by god” they heard so often. 
(Their own word for God is “dicu.”) Since the 
French didn’t like the rough, overbearing Normans, 
they considered a “bygod” to be all that was bad. 
The word has become “bigot” and it is used now to 
refer to a superstitious hypocrite who can sce no 
good in any beliefs but his own. 

A more familiar use of “god” is in connection with 
relationship through religious ritual. A man or 
woman not actually related to a child becomes a kind 
of relative before God when he or she sponsors the 
child at baptism. Such a man or woman is a “god- 
father” or “godmother.” 

The general term for a relative of this sort used to 
be “godsibb,” the word “‘sibb” being an Anglo-Saxon 
word, no longer used, for “relative.” (Psychologists 
and anthropologists use it in special ways, but it 
doesn’t come naturally to the rest of us.) Of course, 
to be god-relatives forms a bond between two people 
and makes them more apt to be friends. Any two 
friends, particularly two women, might consider 
themselves “godsibbs,” even if they weren't really. 
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For that reason, by the time of Shakespeare, the word 
“sodsibb,” shortened to “gossip,” came to mean “a 
dear friend.” It has lost that meaning now but, as 
we all know, two women who are dear friends spend 
much of their time talking about the personal affairs 
of other friends of theirs. The word “gossip” has 
therefore come to mean such personal chatter and 1s 
still used today in that way. 

Genesis 1:1 is a very important verse (getting back 
to it), for it marked off the religious beliefs of the 
Jews from the people about them. In all other im- 
portant theorics of the time concerning the origin of 
the world, it was felt that there were numerous gods 
who were themselves created. In the Greek myths, 
unformed matter called Chaos first existed, and a 
whole series of gods came into being afterward, The 
most important of the Greek gods, Zeus, had both a 
father and a grandfather.* The Babylonian myths 
likewise described numerous gods created after vari- 
ous fashions. 

The ancient Jews were exposed to Babylonian 
ideas during their exile in Babylon. Many parts of 
the Bible, including the book of Genesis, though 
largely based on old tradition, were not actually 
written down in their present form till after the 
—OE—EE—E——— 


* See Words from the Myths. 
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“Babylonian Captivity.” Babylonian influence can 
therefore be scen in the Bible, as for instance in the 
story of Noah and the Flood, which resembles cer- 
tain Babylonian stories. 

However, there was one part of the Babylonian 
way of thinking that the Jews would have nothing 
to do with, and that was the notion that there was 
morc than one god, or that God could in any way be 
created, 

Yet the very first verse, Genesis 1:1, does show 
that there was a certain influence in the Babylonian 
direction as evidenced by the actual word used for 
“god.” The word for “god” in Hebrew and in re- 
lated languages is, El, Eli, Eloi, Eloab, and so on. We 
are most familiar with this word in its Arabic form 
(Arabic being a language closely related to Hebrew). 
In Arabic, the sacred language of the Mohammedan 
faith, “god” is Allah. 

However, we needn’t look that far. The Hebrews 
often used the word El as part of the names they 
gave their children, to show their religious feelings. 
For instance, a child might be given the name Eliab, 
meaning “God is father,” or Elisha, meaning “God is 
salvation.” 

In Christian times, men of many nations adopted 
the Hebrew names of the Bible. Famous men of 
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American history, including Elihu Root, Samuel J. 
Tilden, Daniel Webster, have names containing the 
Hebrew word for “god.” 

Yet the word for “God” used in Genesis 1:1 is 
none of those I have given, but is Elohim. According 
to the way words are formed in the Hebrew lan- 
guage, Elobim is the plural of £/ and should be trans- 
lated “gods.” This makes it sound as though the 
verse were written in a Babylonian style: “In the 
beginning, the gods made the heaven and the carth.” 
Just the same, although the word is in the plural form, 
the Jewish scholars through all of history have always 
firmly considered it to mean the singular. It refers to 
only one God. 

In the first verse, then, one God exists and every- 
thing else is created. This is so important that God is 
often referred to as “the Creator.”” (The word “cre- 
ator” when used for God is always capitalized. In 
English, the word “God,” or any noun or pronoun 
used to stand for “God,” is capitalized as a sign of 
respect.) God is referred to in this manner in the 
Declaration of Independence, for instance, where it 
is stated that men “are endowed by their Creator 
with certain inalienable rights.” 

On the other hand, the universe can be referred to 
as “creation.” The well-known song “Swanee River” 
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has a line, “All up and down the whole creation,/ 
Sadly I roam,” meaning that the singer has wandered 
everywhere. 

All living things have been created by God, too, 
according to this view, and all, including human 
beings, are therefore “creatures.” This word is often 
used in the Westerns we sec in the movies and on 
television, where it is spelled and pronounced “crit- 
ter.” People are always saying, “He’s an ornery 
critter.” Sometimes the word “critter” is used to 
mean farm animals in particular. 


Having stated the central belief in the first verse, 
the book of Genesis goes on to describe the condi- 
tion of the Universe at the start of the Creation: 


1:2. And the earth was without form, and 
void; and darkness was upon the face of the 
deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the 
face of the waters. 


The word “spirit” comes from a Latin word mean- 
ing “breath” and it is a translation of the Hebrew 
word ruakh, which also means “breath.” Apparently, 
the Hebrews wanted to get across the idea of the in- 
visible presence of God, and the most familiar example 
of something invisible was air, in the form of breath 
or wind. 
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Naturally, there was among many people a belief 
in all sorts of invisible presences, both angels and 
demons. The Hebrew prophets felt the need of some 
way of speaking of the Spirit of God as something 
more than just an ordinary spirit and so, eventually, 
they spoke of the “holy Spirit” for reasons I will ex- 
plain later in the chapter. (There is a reference to 
the holy Spirit in Isaiah 63:10, for instance.) As ume 
went on, it became customary to substitute the expres- 
sion “Holy Spirit” for the word “God.” 

Another word for the Latin-derived “‘spirit’’ comes 
from the Teutonic geist, which also meant “breath” 
originally. The English form of the word is “ghost” 
and, of course, we all know that spirits are ghosts. 
“The Holy Spirit” can also be expressed, therefore, 
as “the Holy Ghost” and in the New Testament of 
the Authorized Version, the phrase “Holy Ghost” 
is often used as a way of naming an aspect of God. 

Unfortunately, the word “ghost” has become so 
associated with figures in sheets, with Halloween 
spooks, and with ridiculous comic-strip notions, that 
the expression “Holy Ghost” seems a little funny to 
some people. In the Revised Standard Version of 
the Bible, the expression is changed back to “Holy 
Spirit” throughout the New Testament. 

The next verses of the book of Genesis proceed 
to tell the story of how God, beginning with a uni- 
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verse “without form, and void,” formed a complete 
order in six days. On the first day, He created light 
and darkness. On the second day: 


1:6. And God said, Let there be a firmament 
in the midst of the waters, and let it divide the 
avaters from the waters. 


The word “firmament” comes from the Latin fir- 
manentum, meaning something solid and strong, 
something “firm,” in other words. 

To someone looking upward, it would indeed seem 
that a solid, curved vault was resting its rim on the 
earth. Observing the rain, one might suppose that 
there was water above the vault, which sometimes 
showered down on the carth. We don’t have this 
view nowadays and perhaps that has helped the word 
“firmament” with its misleading first syllable drop 
out of the language. It is hardly ever used now, ex- 
cept in poetry. 

Instead, the old Teutonic word “sky” is used. 
(And yet, there is the children’s verse about the boy 
who “jumped so high, he touched the sky.” The 
sky, you see, is scen there as something solid that 
can be touched.) 

God goes onto create the Jand and sea on the third 
day, as well as plant life of all sorts. On the fourth 
day, He creates the sun, moon, and stars, and on the 
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fifth day begins the creation of the animal kingdom, 
including the creatures of the sea and air. 

The first specific kind of creature brought into cx- 
istence by God is mentioned in the twenty-first verse, 
which begins: 


1:21. And God created great whales... 


Actually, the Hebrew word tannin is used for any 
large and monstrous creature. The Revised Standard 


Version has the verse begin: “So God created the 


great sca monsters...” 


OF course, the greatest of all sea monstcrs are the 
whales, some of which are the largest animals that 
ever lived, as far as we know, in all the history of the 
earth. Anyone seeing a large whale 1s bound to be 
impressed. It might scem necessary tO call special 
attention to the fact that God created them, lest 
people think it was beyond God’s powers to create 
so large a beast. 

Evenmally, the Jews thought of the sea monster 
created on the fifth day as having a name — Levia- 
than. The name is used in the 74th Psalm, in a couple 
of places in the book of Job, and so on. The meaning 
of Leviathan varied. It could be merely some large 
and powerful sca creature, like a whale or crocodile. 
In the legends it could become something impossibly 
huge, like the Midgard Serpent of the old Norse 
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myths, which lay in the ocean depths and was so 
long it encircled the world. 

It could be even more vague and terrible and stand 
for the forces of chaos conquered by God when he 
formed the world. This might be an echo of Baby- 
lonian ideas, for their chief god, Marduk, began the 
formation of the world by slaying a monstrous dragon 
named Tiamat. Leviathan might be the Hebrew ver- 
sion of Tiamat. 

The forces of chaos might even be trying to undo 
God’s work. Many mythologies imagined that drag- 
ons or wolves were forever attempting to swallow 
the sun and the moon and destroy the world. Levi- 
athan was sometimes a form of such a destroying 
force. 

Nowadays, the word is usually used, poetically, 
for the whale, and at least one large steamship of the 
twentieth century was named Leviathan. 

The most famous use of the word in modern times, 
however, was by Thomas Hobbes, an English phi- 
losopher. In 1651, he wrote a book in which he de- 
scribed his theories about governments and socicties. 
He felt that a society was a huge monster made up 
of individual human beings, and he even had a rather 
horrible illustration showing this. Because of this 
view of his, he called his book Leviathan. 
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Having populated the sea and air, God went on, on 
the sixth day, to create the various animals of the land, 
including man, and His work was done. As for the 
seventh day, that is described at the beginning of the 
second chapter of Genesis: 


2:2. And on the seventh day God ended 
his work which he had made; and he rested on 
the seventh day from all his work which be 
had made. 

2:3. And God blessed the seventh day, and 
sanctified it: because that in it be had rested 
from all his work which God created and 
made. 


For this reason, the Jews, and later the Christians, 
considered the weck to be a very important unit of 
time. It was seven days long and every seventh day 
was particularly important to God. (The ancient 
Greeks and Romans had had no such unit of time as 
the week in their calendar.) 

The seventh day of the week is, traditionally, the 
one we call Saturday, a name which is a hang-over 
from Roman times, being named for the Roman god 
Saturn (“Saturn’s day”). On the calendar the days 
of the week are arranged with Sunday first and Satur- 
day seventh. 

The Hebrews called the seventh day shabbath, 
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from a word meaning “to stop” (to stop working, 
that is) and this has come down to us as “Sabbath.” 
The weekly day of rest, which is particularly dedi- 
cated to the worship of God, is therefore called the 
“Sabbath” or the “Sabbath day.” 

The early Christians kept the seventh day as the 
Sabbath, but also had special rites on the first day of 
each week, which we call Sunday (named for the 
Sun, as a hang-over from heathen Anglo-Saxon days) 
because that was the day of the week on which Jesus 
was recorded as having been resurrected. The first 
day was called the “Lord’s Day” in consequence. It 
is called that even now by some people when they 
wish to speak reverently of it. In French, the first day 
is dimanche, from the Latin domtinicus, meaning “be- 
longing to the Lord,” so the French name is the cquiv- 
alent of “Lord’s Day,” you see. 

As time went on, the early Christians paid more 
and more attention to the first day of the week. By 
400, the seventh-day celebration was dropped and 
the Lord’s Day became the day of rest and worship, 
When a modern Christian speaks of the Sabbath, 
therefore, he almost always means Sunday. 

There are exceptions, though. Some Christian 
sects believe that the Bible clearly states the seventh 
day to be the Sabbath and therefore keep that day. 
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An example are the Seventh-Day Adventists. These 
and other sects with the same belicf are said to be 
“Sabbatarians.” 

Notice, too, that in Genesis 2:3 God “blesses” the 
seventh day and “‘sanctifies” it. “Sanctfy” is from 
a Latin word meaning “to make holy” and the Revised 
Standard Version uses the word “hallows” (of Teu- 
tonic origin) instead, which also means “to make 
holy.” As for the word “bless,” that, too, has as one 
of its meanings “to make holy.” 

The word “holy” implies a separation from the 
ordinary run of things. God himself is holy because 
He only is the Creator; everything else is created, 
leaving God separate and in a class by Himself. In 
fact, a common way in which the Jews refer to God 
is as “the Holy One.” In the same way, as I men- 
tioned carlier in the chapter, the Spirit of God was 
referred to as “the holy Spirit.” 

Anything, then, which 1s especially set aside, sepa- 
rated from the ordinary run of things, and reserved 
for the service of God is “sanctified” or “hallowed” 
or “blessed” and becomes “holy.” 

The Sabbath is separated from the other days of 
the week and is dedicated to the worship of God, so 
that it is a “holy day.” Other days and times of the 
year were similarly separated and dedicated as time 
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went on, and on all of them the ordinary way of life 
came to a temporary halt. In the form of “holiday,” 
this has come to mean to us any day or period of ume 
in which the ordinary way of life is interrupted, 
whether it is used for the worship of God in any 
Way or not. 

Men engaged in the service of God and separated 
from the ordinary ways of life are “holy men.” If 
we go back to the Latin form of the word, sanctus, 
the term for such a holy man reaches us as “saint.” 
Naturally, a man who serves God is expected to be- 
have in a manner pleasing to God. We expect him to 
be good, kind, helpful, and so on. For that reason, 
anyone who has all these pleasant qualities is often 
spoken of as “saintly” even though he might not be 
directly involved in any form of religious life. 

In the Christian calendar, November 1 is a holy 
day in honor of all saints generally. It is called “All 
Saints’ Day” or “All Hallows’ Day.” The evening 
before is “All Hallows’ Evening,” which, by leaving 
out half the letters, becomes “Halloween.” This is 
usually celebrated as a day of revelry that usually 
has nothing holy or saintly about it, but stretches back 
to pagan days before the arrival of Christianity. 

A word in which the notion of “holy” is even 
more surprising ariscs in connection with a certain 
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kind of flounder eaten on holy days when meat was 
forbidden. An old word for “flounder” is “butt,” 
and the flounder eaten on holy days became “holy 
butt.” That has come down to us as “halibut.” 
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The Garden of Eden 


Genesis 2:4 begins an account of the Creation from 
a new angle. It concentrates on mankind instcad of 
on the universe. And almost at once this new account 
strikes a different note by using a second name for 


God. 


2:4. These are the generations of the 
heavens and of the earth when they were 
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created, in the day that the Lord God made 
the earth and the heavens. 


For the first time God is referred to as “Lord 
God.” People who study the Bible find that God 1s 
referred to in several different ways in the first few 
books of the Bible. They believe that this marks 
several different strands of tradition that have been 
woven into one by some later Biblical editor. | won't 
go into this but instead will concentrate on the word 
“Lord.” 

The Hebrew word, used wherever “Lord” 1s 
found in the Authorized Version, is equivalent, in 
our alphabet, to the letters YHVH. This 1s called 
the “Tetragrammaton,” a Greck expression meaning 
simply “four letters.” 

Now many primitive people have a superstitious 
fear of names. They believe a name is so personal a 
thing, it is actually part of you, and through its usc 
you can be hurt by your enemies. The name of a 
god is particularly powerful, for by knowing that 
name and exactly how to use it, you can force the 
god to obey you. This means you can bend nature to 
your wishes and cast spells. 

The ancient Hebrews weren’t entirely free of that 
superstition and they were very cautious as to how 
they used the name of God. (If it were used improp- 
erly, the person using it could be hurt or even 
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killed.) To be sure, the Jewish scholars later on 
didn’t believe that heathen gods had any sort of power 
or even that they existed. Nor did they believe that 
God could be forced to obey a human being. Still, 
they felt that it was wrong to use the name of God 
for any foolish or uscless purpose (this is called 
“blasphemy,” from a Greek word meaning “to speak 
ill of’ and which is the root of the word “blame”’). 
They felt that itshould only be used for the most im- 
portant reasons and with the greatest reverence. The 
safest thing was to avoid using the name at all times. 

We ourselves still have this feeling about holy 
names. Many Christians commonly use the name of 
Jesus Christ as a useless exclamation of anger or sur- 
prise, but this is not considered the right thing to do. 
Instead a varicty of expressions that are something 
like Jesus Christ are used instead. One is “Jiminy 
Christmas” and another is the childish “gee whiz.” 
And instead of exclaiming “‘God!” we will say “gosh” 
or “golly.” 

Another habit is to use God’s dwelling-place, 
“Heaven,” in place of the word “God,” just as we 
will say “the White House” instead of “the Presi- 
dent.” In this way, we can say “By Heaven” or 
“Heaven help me!” without using God’s name. 

To be sure, very few people these days seriously 
try to use the name of God in magic formulas, but 
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there were people in ancient and medieval times, both 
Jews and Christians, who did. The Tetragrammaton 
was considered a very potent charm. (In fact, even 
the word “tetragrammaton” is a way of avoiding 
saying the name itself.) 

Anyway, the Jewish scholars, in an attempt to 
avoid saying the name of God even when reading the 
Bible substituted the word adonay. This means “my 
lord.” When the Bible was translated into the various 
European languages it was the word adonay that was 
translated and not YHVH itself. In German it be- 
comes Herr Gott; in French, le Seigneur Dieu; in 
English, “Lord God.” 

But adonay had an adventure outside the Bible, 
too. There was a Babylonian god named Tammuz, 
who was described as having died and then having 
been restored to life. This is supposed to represent 
the death of vegetation in the fall and its rebirth in the 
spring. Such myths were very popular throughout 
the ancient world and Tammuz was referred to as 
“lord” by people who spoke languages related to 
Hebrew. When the myth reached Greece, the name 
became “Adonis,” which is almost the Hebrew word, 
except for the final s. (The Greeks usually added an 
s to names taken from foreign languages because 
Greek names very often end in s.) Because Adonis 
was always pictured by the Grecks as extremely 
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handsome, the word “Adonis” is used nowadays to 
mean any especially good-looking young man. 


Now the Hebrew language is made up of conso- 
nants only, and vowels are not indicated. Most people 
don’t feel the need of vowels if they know the lan- 
guage well. For instance, I could write the previous 
sentence this way: Mst ppl dnt fl th nd f vwls f thy 
knw th Ingg wll, and you would probably get the 
drift, especially if that were the only way you ever 
saw such words written. 

After the destruction of Jerusalem, however, and 
the scattering of the Jewish people, it became difficult 
for them all to keep up a complete knowledge of the 
Hebrew language. One of the jobs of the Masoretes 
(whom I mentioned in the Introduction) was to pre- 
serve the correct pronunciation of Hebrew. They 
did this by putting special little signs indicating the 
vowel sounds for each word in the Bible. 

It is as though we were forgetting English and 
needed special marks to help us understand when 
“bt? was “beat” and when it was “bate,” “bite,” 
“bit,” “bet,” “but,” “abate,” “abet,” and “obit.” 
These Masoretic marks are called “diacritical marks,” 
from Greek words meaning “distinguish through,” 
since different words made up of the same consonants 
could be distinguished through them. 
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Now the Masoretes were faced with a problem 
when they came to the word YHVH. No Jew ever 
read it as anything but adonay so there was no use 
putting in the particular diacritical marks for the word 
YHVH. Instead, they put in the diacritical marks 
for the word that was actually read — for adonay. 

Non-Jewish translators, trying to read YHVH it- 
self, using the diacritical marks they saw before their 
eyes, decided it must be pronounced something like 
YeHoVaH. But that is certainly the wrong pronun- 
ciation because it is based on the wrong diacritical 
marks. 

In English, there is a second distortion. In Latin, 
names that start with a Y sound, were written with 
an initial 7, As time went on it was felt that it was 
rather sloppy to have one letter both a vowel and a 
consonant, for i was a vowel when it was inside a 
word and a consonant when it began a word. 

For that reason, a form of i was introduced espe- 
cially for use at the beginning of the word. It was the 
J. The German language, particularly, uses the J at 
the beginning of a word and pronounces it like our y. 
The English language adopted the German usage in 
the 1600's but, under French influence, the sound it 
had was dzh, like a soft g. The Tetragrammaton, 
YHVH, was therefore written Jehovah and pro- 
nounced “‘dzhe-hoe’vah.” 
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This same distortion in English takes place for a 
number of Biblical names. For instance, there is a 
name in the Bible which, in Hebrew, is pronounced 
“VYo-kha’nan.” The Greeks changed it by adding a 
final s, as you might expect, and their version Is 
written, in our letters, Ioannes. In Latin it became 
Iohannes, pronounced “Yo-han’nes.” In German the 
name stayed the same except that the Initial / became 
a J. In English it became a J, too, the name being 
shorted a little to John, and you know how that is 
pronounced. 

Well, then, what is the real pronunciation of 
YHVH? No one can be certain any longer, but 
Biblical scholars seem to think that it is “Yahveh.” 

However, we nowadays still prefer to speak of 
“the Lord” or of “God” rather than to use His actual 
name, whether Yahveh or Jehovah. 

There is a famous story about the American, Ethan 
Allen, who, during the American Revolution, de- 
manded that the British surrender the fortress of Ti- 
conderoga. According to the legend, he demanded 
it “in the name of the great Jehovah and the Conti- 
nental Congress.” It sounds irreverent to put God and 
a mere group of men into the same breath like that. 
It even sounds rather unusual to use the name of God. 

The most common use of the name these days is in 
the case of a Christian sect, founded about 1879, that 
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have been calling themselves “Jehovah’s Witnesses” 
since 1931. They have published a version of the 
Bible in which YHVH is translated as “Jehovah” 
throughout, so that instead of saying “the Lord God,” 
they constantly say “Jehovah God.” 


Now begins the story of mankind: 


2:7. And the Lord God formed man of the 
dust of the ground, and breathed into his nos- 
trils the breath of life; and man became a liv- 
ing soul. 


The Hebrew word used for “man” in this verse 
is adam. In the Authorized Version, this word is 
sometimes translated as “man,” as it is here, and some- 
times it is Ieft in the Hebrew form and spelled 
“Adam.”” When it is given as Adam it is treated as the 
actual name of this first man. It is as though we were 
to say that the name of the first human being created 
was FTuman. 

The role of Adam as the first man and the ancestor 
of all future human beings is indicated by the fact 
that to speak of a “son of Adam” is to mean a human 
being. Then, just to show that Adam and Man mean 
one and the same thing, there are places in the Bible, 
particularly in the book of Ezckicl, where “son of 
man” is used to mean “human being.” 

Adam can also be considered to represent the 
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human race in general. There is the expression, for 
instance, “I wouldn’t know him from Adam.” This 
means you couldn't tell a particular person from any 
other human being. In other words, you haven’t the 
faintest notion of what he looks like. 

This is the first reference to the “soul” in the 
Bible. The Hebrew word is nzephesh, which is stall 
another expression for “breath,” and, of course, the 
verse also speaks of the “breath of life” which was 
“breathed” into Adam’s nostrils by God. The soul is 
thus a kind of Spirit of Life given by God to man and 
to no other creature. (The Revised Standard Version 
has the verse end: “. . . and man became a living 
being.” It thus avoids the use of the word “soul.”’) 

God next builds a home for man: 


2:8. And the Lord God planted a garden 
eastward in Eden; and there be put the man 
whom he bad formed. 


Now the word “Eden” in Hebrew means “delight” 
so the Garden of Eden is a “garden of delight.” The 
Bible was written by men living in an area of the 
world that was semidesert and near which were real 
deserts. Occasional oases where the ground water was 
near enough to the surface to support date palms and 
other vegetation were a heavenly site to travelers 
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crossing the desert, and an oasis would naturally be 
thought of as a “garden of delight.” 

Placing it “eastward” was also natural, for east of 
the land inhabited by the ancient Hebrews was the 
plain of Babylonia which, at the time, was fabulously 
fercile and well irrigated. 

The wonders of Eden are described bricfly: 


2:9. And out of the ground made the Lord 
God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the 
sight, and good for food; the tree of life also 
in the midst of the garden, and the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil. 


Neither tree is described any further than that. Four 
rivers are described as originating in Eden. The 
names of the first two mentioned are unknown, but 
the third and fourth are familiar to modern man. 


2:14. And the name of the third river is 
Hiddekel: that is it which goeth toward the 
east of Assyria. And the fourth river ts 
Euphrates. 


The Hiddekel must be the Tigris, for that flows to 
the east of the ancient land of Assyria. Between the 
Tigris and the Euphrates lic the rich and fertile 
Babylonian plains. This mention of the Tigris and 
Euphrates shows again that the Hebrews were think- 
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ing of the Babylonian plain in connection with Eden. 

Adam is given free permission to eat of anything in 
Eden with the single exception of the fruit of the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil. Following that, 
God decides that Adam had better have a companion. 


2:18. And the Lord God said, It is not 
good that the man should be alone; I will make 
hin an belp meet for him. 


Here is an example of people being misled by an old- 
fashioned meaning of a word that is no longer fa- 
miliar. One of the meanings of the word “mect’’ is 
“suitable” or “fitting” (though this meaning has gone 
out of fashion). Therefore, “an help meet for him” is 
“someone suitable to help him.” The Revised Stand- 
ard Version makes that part of the verse read: “I 
will make him a helper fit for him.” 

People, however, not remembering the meaning of 
the word “mect” and knowing that God proceeded 
to create a wife for Adam, decided that the words 
“help meet” must mean “wife” and ran it together 
into one word, thus, “helpmeet.” Then, as “help- 
meet” didn’t make much sense and as “mate”’ is an- 
other word for “wife,” they changed the expression 
further to “helpmate.” That is now a recognized 
word for “wife.” It is the result of a double mistake, 
but it is a fine word just the same. 
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The creation of the “help meet” for Adam is de- 
scribed: 


2:21. And the Lord God caused a deep 
sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and be 
took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh 
instead thereof; 

2:22. And the rib, which the Lord God had 
taken from man, made be a woman, and 
brought ber unto the man. 


These are important verses in the history of medi- 
cine. When anesthetics first began to be used in the 
1840's and 1850’s there were people who felt that 
this was interfering with the intentions of God, and 
that God meant man to suffer pain. However, when 
the British physician James Simpson decided to use 
chloroform on Queen Victoria to help her give birth 
without pain, he pointed out that God had caused 
“a deep sleep to fall upon Adam” before removing 
his rib, so that God used the principle of anesthesia 
Himself. 

Many people have thought that men were missing 
a rib and had one fewer than women because once rib 
had been removed from Adam. This is not so, of 
course. Both men and women have exactly 12 ribs 
on each side of the chest. Just the same, the word 
“rib” is still used sometimes as a humorous reference 
to one’s wife. 
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When first formed, Adam and the woman (she is 
not given a name until afterward) were completely 
innocent: 


2:25. And they were both naked, the man 
and his wife, and were not ashamed. 


At various stages in history there have been small 
sects that felt it was necessary to return to such a 
state of innocence and have therefore practiced nud- 
ism. Such sects are often referred to as “Adamites.” 

As another sign of the simple life led by Adam, 
there is the phrase ‘““Adam’s ale” or “Adam’s wine,” 
which means “water” since that is all Adam had to 
drink. And “Adam’s profession” significs “garden- 
ing” since that is all there was to do in Eden. 

Eden has always seemed to readers of the Bible 
to be a place of perfect bliss. An even more common 
word for a place of bliss is the Persian word for “‘gar- 
den” which is “Paradise.” The Greeks borrowed 
the word and it was used in place of Eden in the 
Septuagint. The word “Paradise” doesn’t occur in 
the Old Testament in the Authorized Version, which 
returned to the Hebrew “Eden,” but it does occur in 
the New Testament, which was written in Greek in 
the first place.. 

Paradise itsclf is now usually thought of as being 
the place where virtuous human beings go when they 
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dic. Since the Garden of Eden was here on the earth, 
it is often referred to as the “Earthly Paradise.” 
Throughout the Middle Ages, people felt it still ex- 
isted somewhere and that it might be found if one 
were daring enough and lucky cnough. 

In the early 1500’s, the beautiful plumage of cer- 
tain birds were shown to Europeans exploring the 
eastern occans. So beautiful were the birds that it 
seemed they must come from Paradise. The crea- 
tures are still called ‘“‘birds of Paradise” but, in actual- 
ity, they come from Australia and New Guinea. 

Of course, Paradise was known not to exist in the 
plains of Babylonia, which the Bible’s testimony 
made the logical place. (Besides, that area was in 
Mohammedan hands from the 600’s onward.) Many 
supposed that God had moved it to some out-of-the- 
way place. The Italian poct Dante, in his great poem 
The Divine Comedy, written about 1310, placed the 
Earthly Paradise on the other side of the earth, 
exacti,; opposite the city of Jerusalem. 

The best-known use of the word in the English 
language, however, is in a long poem by John Milton, 
published in 1667. Its title is Paradise Lost, and it 
deals with the story of Adam. 

For Paradise was lost. There was trouble waiting 
for Adam in the form of the serpent. The third 
chapter of Genesis begins: 
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3:1. Now the serpent was more subtil than 
any beast of the field which the Lord God 
had made.... 


The word “subtil’” is more commonly spelled 
“subtle” (and is spelled that way in the Revised 
Standard Version). It means “crafty” or “sly” and it 
is not surprising that snakes should be considered so. 
Long, thin, and crawling, they slide stealthily and 
silently through the grass, and a poisonous snake may 
strike and kill in a flash before it is seen. This makes 
the snake symbolic of treachery, too, of striking 
without warning, of stabbing in the back. In fact, 
we have a common phrase describing a back-stabbing 
sneak. He is a “snake in the grass.” 

In Genesis 3, the serpent tempts the woman to dis- 
obey the commandment of God. This is one of the 
very few talking animals in the Bible and this, in it- 
self, made it unusual. 

In later times, the Jews picked up the notion from 
the Persians of the existence of some powerful spirit 
of evil who was always fighting God and attempting 
to win man away from God. To the Jews this spirit 
of evil was “Ha Satan” (meaning “the adversary”). 

The writers of the Old Testament did not seem to 
feel Satan to be a great danger and he is hardly even 
mentioned, and then only in the later books. In the 
book of Job, Satan is described as a servant of God, 
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one who talks with Him and is used as a means of 
testing man’s virtue, acting only under God’s instruc- 
tions. 

As time went on, however, Satan came to be con- 
sidered more and more evil and powerful. Perhaps 
this was the result of continuing Persian influence, 
for from 520 n.c, to 320 B.c., a period of two cen- 
turics, Judea was part of the Persian Empire. Perhaps, 
also, it was the result of the attempt made by the Jew- 
ish scholars to avoid blaming God for the existence 
of evil in the world. 

In any case, a number of dramatic stories (not 
found in the Bible) were worked out concerning 
Satan. He was described as the chief of the angels 
who had rebelled against God after the creation of 
man and was defeated and cast out of heaven. In 
revenge, he took the form of the serpent and entered 
Eden in order to tempt mankind into disobedience to 
God. (Milton, in Paradise Lost, works out this 
theory in great derail and makes Satan the central 
character of the poem.) 

The Greek word for an evil spirit was diabolos, 
from a word meaning “‘slanderer.” This is a good 
name for Satan, one of whose functions was to speak 
evil of God to man, and to speak evil of man to God, 
so that he slandered in every direction. The word has 
come down to us as “devil” and this is a very com- 
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mon synonym for Satan. The adjective “diabolical” 
refers to anything particularly evil, to something 
“devilish,” in other words. 

But Satan has many other names, too. The general 
fear of the power of names certainly extends to evil 
spirits. Many superstitious people felt that the care- 
less use of such a name might unexpectedly cause the 
spirit involved to materialize, bringing destruction 
with him. (We have the familiar saying, “Speak of 
the devil and in he comes.”) Consequently, men pre- 
ferred to refer to the devil in all sorts of indirect 
ways. One of the synonyms harks back to the third 
chapter of Genesis, for he is sometimes referred to as 
the “Old Serpent.” This term is used twice in Revela- 
tion, the last book of the New Testament. 

The serpent succceds in tempting the woman to 
disobedience, for he urges the woman to eat of the 
fruit of the tree and she does. 


3:6. And when the woman saw that the 
tree was good for food, and that it was pleas- 
ant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to 
make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, 
and did eat, and gave also unto ber husband 
avith her; and he did eat. 


Because of this verse, anything which is immoral or 
illegal, but is tempting just the same and seems to be 
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very desirable, is called “forbidden fruit.” 

Now the Bible doesn’t say what the fruit of the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil actually was. It 
might easily be thought that since it was the only 
tree of its kind, it would have fruit like no other on 
earth. However, different groups of people believed 
the fruit to be something familiar. To the Europeans 
of the Middle Ages, the apple was the most common 
fruit and they decided that it was an apple that the 
woman atc. Perhaps they were influenced by the 
fact that another apple, the ‘apple of discord,” started 
the troubles that led to the Trojan War.* 

This belicf has influenced the name of a part of 
the body. The larynx or voice box is larger in a 
man than in a woman (which is why a man has a 
deeper voice than a woman), It is large enough to be 
clearly seen projecting forward in a man’s throat. It 
moves up and down when a man swallows, but stays 
put as though it were stuck there. The popular 
legend has it that it represents a piece of the apple 
which Adam tried to swallow but couldn’t quite 
gct down. The larynx is still called the ‘‘Adam’s 
apple” for that reason. 


a —E——————— 
* Many expressions in the English language, like “the 
apple of discord,” have been derived from Greek 
mythology. If you are curious about this, you will find 
a discussion of such terms in my book Words from the 
Myths (Houghton Mifflin, 1961). 
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The results of the disobedience were felt at once: 


3:7. And the eyes of them both were 
opened, and they knew that they were naked; 
and they sewed fig leaves together, and made 
themselves aprons. 


This verse had an influence on art. The Greeks 
and Romans (and some modern artists, too) had an 
easygoing attitude toward nudity. They produced 
sculptures of naked men, which shocked later spec- 
tators. Asa result it became customary to cover up 
parts of the statue which were felt to be immodest. 

Because of the verse just quoted, metal cutouts in 
the shape of Ieaves were used. Therefore, “fig leaf” 
has come to mean an unnecessary or insincere mod- 
esty, because, after all, the leaves just attracted at- 
tention to the parts they were supposed to be hiding. 

God at once set about punishing the three creatures 
involved in the disobedience. He condemned the 
serpent to crawl on its stomach, and then it was the 
woman’s turn. 


3:16. Unto the woman he said, 1 will 
greatly wtultiply thy sorrow and thy con- 
ception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth 
children... 


The Revised Standard Version makes the punish- 
ment plainer to modern cars for it reads: “I will 
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greatly multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain 
you shall bring forth children...” 

It was this verse which was used by those who felt 
that anesthetics should not be used on Queen Vic- 
toria when she was bearing children. 

The man had suffering reserved for him, too: 


3:17. And unto Adam he said .. . cursed 
is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt 
thou eat of it all the days of thy life; 

3:18. Thorns also and tbhistles shall it 
bring forth to thee... 

3:19. Inthe sweat of thy face shalt thou eat 
bread... 


In other words, Adam was no longer to be a 
gardener taking care of a lovely garden, with food 
for the gathering. He was to become a hard-working 
farmer trying to wrest a living out of rocky ground 
in which weeds grew as readily as grain. (The Re- 
vised Standard Version has Genesis 3:17 read “in 
toil you shall eat of it.’’) 

This picture of Adam as a farmer was used on oc- 
casion to counter the arguments of aristocrats who 
felt they were better by birth than were the mass 
of the people. After all, said those who opposed the 
“gentlemen,” all men are descended from Adam, the 
farmer. 
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When peasants in England rose in rebellion in 1381 
under the leadership of Wat Tyler, a priest named 
John Ball roused them to fury with the rhyme: 
“When Adam delved and Eve span/Who was then 
the gentleman?” (By “delved” is meant to spade up 
the carth for planting.) Tyler was stabbed, how- 
ever, and Ball executed, and the uprising was a com- 
plete failure. 


The word “curse” is used here for the first time in 
the Bible. It is the opposite of “bless.” If “bless” 
means “to hallow,” that is, to separate from ordinary 
objects and join with God— “curse” means “to 
separate from God, to remove from God's care.” 

The ground was removed from God’s care by the 
curse in Genesis 3:17 so that it would no longer bear 
food of itself. Someone else had to care for it in order 
to make it do so, and that meant the backbreaking 
toil of Adam and his descendants. 

Nowadays, both “bless” and “curse” have become 
much weaker in meaning. The use of the word 
“bless” usually implies merely a hope for good or a 
guard against evil. For instance, it is an old supersti- 
tion that during a sneeze, an evil spirit may slip into 
your body and get you under control. (During a 
sneeze, your cyes close, you can’t talk; you seem gen- 
crally helpless to protect yourself.) Consequently, it 
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has become automatic to say “God bless you” when- 
ever someone sneczes in your hearing. That is a kind 
of charm against the evil spirit. 

On the other hand, to “curse” has come to mean 
“to wish evil on” someone. A superstitious person 
would believe that in order to do so, one should call 
upon the name of some powerful spirit. For that 
reason, anyone who uses the name of God improp- 
erly, or the name of the devil, or, in fact, any lan- 
guage at all that is considered improper, 1s said to 
be “cursing” or “cussing.” 


It is only after God’s punishment that Adam gives 
the woman a name. 


3:20. And Adam called his wife's name 
EVE cess 


“Eye” meant “life,” and just as a man is a “son of 
Adam,” so a woman isa “daughter of Eve.” 

The final punishment was that Adam and Eve were 
forced out of Eden and return was forever barred 
to them. 


3:24. So he drove out the man; and be 
placed at the east of the garden of Eden 
cherubim, and a flaming sword which turned 
every way, to keep the way of the tree of life. 


Presumably, if man could reach the tree of life and 
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eat of its fruit he could live forever. Those who, in 
later times, thought of finding the Earthly Paradise 
assumed the tree of life was still there and that they 
would be finding immortality as well. They never 
found either Eden or the tree, of course. 

There is a tree, often grown in gardens as an 
ornamental plant, which is called the “arborvitac.” 
This is Latin for “tree of life,” but the arborvitac is 
certainly no highway to immortality, despite its 
name. 

This verse also mentions the “cherubim.” Now 
the suffix “-im” in Hebrew signifies the plural (as 
was the case with Elobin, remember). It 1s one 
cherub, but two cherubim. To English-speaking peo- 
ple this is a strange way of forming a plural and it is 
often not recognized as such. Shakespeare, for in- 
stance, uses the word “cherubin” (misspelling it) as 
a singular. It isn’t uncommon to have people speak of 
more than one cherub as “cherubims,” making a 
double plural of it.* 

The form of the cherubim is not described here, 
but obviously it must be something powerful and 
mighty. The Babylonians and Assyrians used winged 
lions and other such monsters at the gateways of 


*In fact, almost all editions of the Authorized Ver- 
sion use “chernbims” in verse 3:24. I own an cdition, 
however, which uses “cherubim” as in my quotation. The 
Revised Standard Version says “the cherubim.” 
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their temples, and the prophet Ezckicl (who lived 
in Babylon during the exile) describes cherubim in 
ways that make them sound something like these 
mythological creatures of the Babylonians. 

This is not, however, the picture that the word 
arouses in our minds these days. 

It was customary, you see, for medieval artists to 
paint winged spirits about holy men and women. 
Some of these were in the shape of winged infants 
and, somehow, those began to be thought of as repre- 
senting the cherubim. Cherubim, in other words, be- 
gan to be considered as a sort of “baby angels.” 

Asa result, a sweet little infant is called a “cherub” 
and to have a round baby-face (like Winston 
Churchill) is to have a “‘cherubic” countenance. 
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The Descendants of Adam 


AFTER THEIR EXPULSION from Eden, Adam and Eve 
had children. The eldest, Cain, was a farmer, and the 
second, Abel, was a herdsman tending sheep. Both 
went through certain rituals of worship, as described 
at the beginning of the fourth chapter of Genesis: 
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4:3. And in process of timte it came to pass, 
that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground 
an offering unto the Lord. 

4:4. And Abel, be also brought of the first- 
lings of bis flock and of the fat thereof.... 


It is customary in many religions to offer gods a por- 
tion of man’s food. To the primitive man, gods 
might be viewed as eating after the fashion of men. 
Therefore, by offering them food, one could be brib- 
ing them to treat their worshipers well. 

It was also customary to burn the food since the 
fire and smoke traveled upward in the direction where 
people imagine gods to be. The offering was there- 
fore a “burnt offering” and the ceremony took place 
ona special structure called an “altar.” 

To the Jews later on, of course, such a burnt offer- 
ing was by no means an attempt at bribing God, who 
did not eat and could not be bribed. Instead, it was 
considered an expression of gratitude for God's 
bounty, of repentance for one’s shortcomings, and 
so on. What was important was not the object be- 
ing offered bur the attitude of mind of the one who 
was offering it. 

Anything placed on the altar as a burnt offering 
was, of course, separated from ordinary objects and 
dedicated to God. It was, therefore, holy. It could 
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also be said to be “sacred,” a word coming from the 
Latin sanctus, which means “holy.” The word 
“cacred” is not used in the Authorized Version, which 
uses “holy” or “sanctified” instead. It does occur in 
a few placcs in the Revised Standard Version, how- 
ever. 

Another word directly connected with “sacred” is, 
on the other hand, commonly used in the Authorized 
Version. This is “sacrifice,” which comes from Laun 
words meaning “to make sacred.” This is the term 
usually used fora burnt offering. 

As is true of many words connected with religion, 
“sacrifice” has lost some of its force in everyday use. 
Naturally, when you conduct a sacrifice you are not 
only dedicating something to God; you arc also giv- 
ing up something yoursclf. You might, after all, 
have kept the food being sacrificed and caten it. 
Therefore, “sacrifice” has come to mean any act 
of giving up something for any purpose, even when 
nothing sacred is involved. A move in chess in which 
you give up a piece in order that you may gain an 
advantage later on in the game is a “sacrifice.” In 
baseball, hitting the ball in such a way that you your- 
self are out at first, while allowing another man to 
advance a base (giving up your own advance for his) 
isa “sacrifice hit.” 

The word “sacred” has come down to us in a num- 
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ber of other ways. For instance, it is particularly 
wicked to take anything that is sacred; that is, which 
is dedicated to God. To steal from God is worse 
than to steal from man, and it deserves a special name. 
This is “sacrilege,” from Latin words meaning “to 
take what is sacred.” The word has also come to 
mean the misuse of holy things. Using a Bible to 
prop up the short leg of a table would be a form of 
sacrilege. 

Among the Hindus of India, cows may not be 
eaten or even harmed. They are treated as though 
they were sacred. This seems silly to Westerners, so 
the expression “sacred cow” has come to mean any 
belicf or custom that is foolishly and blindly ad- 
hered to against reason. 

No one is certain why, but the ancient Romans 
seemed to think the bone at the base of the spine was 
of special value in connection with sacrifices. It was 
called the “sacrum” for that reason. The sacrum is 
closely connected with the ilium, or hipbone, and the 
two together form the “sacroiliac” bone. People who 
suffer pains in the sacroiliac region are not likely to 
feel there is anything very holy about it, howcver. 


But it is time to get back to the offerings to God 
presented by Cain and Abel. For some reason the 
Bible doesn’t make clear, God found Abel's offering 


70 / worDs IN GENESIS 


acceptable, while Cain’s offering was not. Presum- 
ably Cain’s attitude of mind was improper. 

In any case, this aroused Cain’s anger and made him 
envious of his brother. .God felt it necessary to warn 
him about the consequences of these emotions. He 
said to Cain: 


4:7, If thou doest well, shalt thou not be 
accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth 
at the door.... 


This is the first mention of “sin” in the Bible. It is 
a translation of a Hebrew word which has the mean- 
ing of “missing the mark.” The mark referred to 1s 
the rule of conduct set up by God. When you fail 
to follow that rule, you miss the mark and are sinful. 
In short, sin is disobedience to God. 

The first act of disobedience to God was that of 
Adam and Eve in eating of the fruit of the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil. That is therefore called 
the “original sin.” It is commonly thought among 
Christians that this original sin marked not only Adam 
but all mankind of which he was the representative. 
The effect was so to twist man’s nature, it was felt, 
as to place all men, ever since, under the continuous 
temptation to sin. This temptation is sometimes re- 
ferred to asthe “old Adam” within us. 

Again, the force of the word has weakened. Nowa- 
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days, “sin” can be applicd to any kind of offense. In 
the expression “‘it’s a sin and a shame,” the two words 
mean about the same; “sin” is no stronger than 
“shame.” 

Cain’s sin, however, was horrible enough. His 
anger against Abel grew to the point where Cain 
killed his brother. God, of course, knew of this and 
Genesis relates: 


4:9. And the Lord said unto Cain, Where 
is Abel thy brother? And he said, 1 know 
not: Aml my brother's keeper? 


Cain’s question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” im- 
plied that Abel was old enough to take care of him- 
self and required no guardian (which is what 
“keeper” means). This question has become a com- 
mon phrase in the English language as a way of cx- 
pressing a particular type of heartlessness — the cruel 
man’s feeling that every man need look out only for 
himself and should feel no responsibility to help 
others. 

God’s punishment for Cain was to make it impos- 
sible for him to continue as a farmer. He was con- 
demned to wander from place to place on the carth. 
Cain protested that the punishment was too great; 
that, as a homeless wanderer, he would be killed by 
anyone who met him. God protected him against 
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too great a punishment as follows: 


4:15. ... And the Lord set a mark upon Cain, 
lest any finding bim should kill im. 


There is no indication of what the mark was, but 
while intended to protect Cain, it also served to brand 
him asa murderer. For that reason, a murderer nowa- 
days is said to have the “mark of Cain” upon him. 

Less common is the use of “cain-colored” for red 
hair. Red hair has always been taken to be the sign 
of a fiery temper and it was felt that in order for Cain 
to kill his brother he must have had a fiery temper 
and therefore he must have had red hair. 

Cain’s punishment began at once: 


4:16. And Cain went out from the pres- 
ence of the Lord, and dwelt in the Land of 
Nod, on the east of Eden. 


This doesn’t sound as though he was a homeless wan- 
derer, but Nod is not actually the name of a real place 
and is mentioned nowhere else in the Bible. Actually, 
it is a Hebrew word meaning “wandering.” “To 
live in the land of Nod” is a way of saying “to be a 
wanderer.” The Douay Bible docsn’t use the phrase 
“live in the land of Nod” but says instead “dwelt as 
a fugitive on the earth.” 

Naturally, the chance of a pun here is irresistible, 
and to say someone is in the land of Nod, these days, 
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is a joking way of saying he is asleep. 


The fourth book of the Bible continucs with a 
quick rundown of Cain’s descendants. As an example 
of the way in which this was done: 


4:18. And unto Enoch was born Irad: and 
Trad begat Mebujael: and Mebujael begat Me- 
thusael: and Methusael begat Lamech. 


Although the Bible includes, among other things, a 
history of all of mankind’s existence, it is particularly 
interested in those parts of history where man’s re- 
lationship to God is ata crisis. There are long periods 
where this does not come up and the Bible skips over 
those periods quickly. 

However, the ancient Hebrews were very in- 
terested in genealogy, as were all ancicnt peoples. 
They were interested in knowing from whom they 
were descended and from whom their neighbors were 
descended. The writers of the Bible therefore in- 
cluded lines of descent in different places and used 
it to fill in the empty places. 

To us, in modern times, this rattling off of gene- 
alogies seems quite dull, What often strikes us most 
sharply about it is the use of the old-fashioned word 
“begat,” which means “was the father of.” Some- 
times these sections are humorously called “the be- 
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gats.” The Revised Standard Version has eliminated 
this word and uses instead “‘bore” or “was the father 
of.” 


The fourth book ends with the description of the 
birth to Adam of a third son, Seth, and the fifth 
book is given over to the listing of his descendants. 
This is given more attention than the line of Cain, 
because Seth is the ancestor of the Hebrews and it 1s 
the Hebrews with whom the Bible is mainly con- 
cerned. In describing the descendants of Seth, the 
ages of the men mentioned are given, and they turn 
out to be great indeed according to modern notions. 

For instance, Adam's life is quickly summarized as 
follows: 


5:3. And Adam lived an hundred and thirty 
years, and begat a son in his own likeness, after 
his image; and called his name Seth: 

5:4. And the days of Adam after be had 
begotten Seth were cight hundred years: and 
be begat sons and daughters: 

5:5. And all the days that Adam lived were 
nine hundred and thirty years: and be died. 


Seth is then reported to have lived over nine hundred 
years, as likewise did his son Enos and his grandson 
Cainan, and so on. Starting with Adam, there are 
ten generations listed in the fifth chapter, ending with 
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Noah. The men listed are all, as I said, far-off ances- 
tors of the Hebrews, according to the Biblical story, 
and are therefore “patriarchs,” from a Greek word 
meaning something like “ancestral chiefs,” 

These gencrations lived before the Flood, so that 
the umes are “antediluvian,” from Latin words mean- 
ing “before the flood.” The men from Adam to 
Noah are therefore the “antediluvian patriarchs.” 

In Christian umes, the bishops of Constantinople, 
Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, as important 
heads of groups of Christians, to whom they were the 
spiritual fathers, were called “Patriarchs” and such 
a section of the church was a “patriarchate.” 

Nowadays, any head of a family, particularly if 
he is unusually old and his family unusually numer- 
ous, is called a “patriarch.” An old woman who is 
head of a family is sometimes called a “matriarch,” 
and societies in which the women rather than the 
men run affairs are called ‘“‘matriarchics.” (In Latin, 
you see, while pater means “father,” mater is 
“mother.’’) 

Nor is the matter of the Flood forgotten in our 
common speech. Anyone whose views seem, to the 
modern generation, to be extremely old-fashioned — 
any old fogy, in other words — is said to be “‘ante- 
diluvian.”’ 

The most unusual of the antediluvian patriarchs 
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was Enoch, the great-great-great-great-grandson of 
Adam. The Bible says of him: 


5:23, And all the days of Enoch were three 
Inindred sixty and five years: 

5:24. And Enoch walked with God: and he 
avas not; for God took bint. 


Enoch was the one antediluvian of whom it was not 
said “and he died,” but “God took him’; and he was 
the only antediluvian to live less than 750 years. This 
gave rise to theories among the Jews that he was so 
virtuous (having “walked with God”) that he was 
taken up alive to heaven. 

As a result, several books were written about the 
visions of Enoch when he went to heaven. These tell 
things that men are only supposed to be able to find 
out through special revelation from God. Such books 
are called “apocalyptic,” from a Greek word mean- 
ing “to uncover.” They uncover truths ordinarily 
hidden to men. 

There are a few books in the Bible that are apoc- 
alyptic. The book of Daniel in the Old Testament 
is partly apocalyptic and the Revelation of Saint 
John in the New Testament is entirely so. In the 
Douay Version, in fact, the latter book is called the 
“Apocalypse of Saint John.” 

However, the books of Enoch were not considered 
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divinely inspired by the Jews and were not accepted 
into the official canon. The books of Enoch belong 
to the “Apocrypha” therefore. The word comes from 
a Greck term meaning “hidden” because the apoc- 
ryphal books were kept out of the Bible and there- 
fore hidden away. 

Since the Apocrypha are considered as not really 
inspired by God, the word “apocryphal” has come to 
mean anything not really written, said, or done by 
the person to whom the writing, saying, or deed is 
attributed. It has become a synonym for “spurious” 
or “fake.” 

I-noch’s son was Methuselah, who had a distinc- 
tion of his own: 


5:27. And all the days of Methuselah were 
nine hundred sixty and nine years: and be died. 


This makes Methuselah the oldest of all the patri- 
archs and, in fact, the oldest of anyone mentioned in 
the Bible. To say that anyone or anything is “as old 
as Methuselah” is therefore to say that he or it is 
very old indeed. 


The fifth chapter of Genesis ends with Noah and 
his sons, and that leads on into the story of the Flood. 
Before going into this, however, I would like to say 
a few words about Biblical names. 


78 / WoRDS IN GENESIS 


The names in the Bible are Hebrew namcs, written 
originally in the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. To 
write those names in the Ietters of another alphabet, 
such as that of Greck or Latin, is not always easy. 
Onc language often has sounds that another language 
does not. 

For instance, the Hebrew alphabet has a letter for 
the sh sound, but the Greek and Latin alphabets do 
not. The Greeks and Romans simply did not use the 
sound in their speech. (We do, but we inherit the 
Latin alphabet and so have no letter for it. We have 
to combine two letters, s and /, in order to represent 
the sound.) 

This means that whenever a Hebrew name with an 
sh was written in Greek or Latin, the Hebrew letter 
for the sh sound had to be represented by the Greek 
or Latin letter for the s sound. It was the closest 
approach possible. 

Thus, Adam’s third son is “Sheth” in Hebrew, and 
his grandson is “‘Enosh,” but those names come down 
to us as “Seth” and “Enos.” In this connection, the 
Douay Version sticks closer to the Latin usage than 
does the Authorized Version, which sometimes 
switches back to the Hebrew sh since, after all, Eng- 
lish does have the sound. Thus, Noah has a son who 
is called “Sem” in the Douay Version and “Shem” 
in the Authorized Version. 
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Another example of difficulty in transcribing a 
sound is the guttural German ch (as in their exclama- 
tion Ach du lieber) which English does not have. 
The Scottish dialect has the sound also, as in “Loch 
Lomond” which we usually pronounce “Lok Lo- 
mond” because the & sound is the closest we can 
come to the German ch, 

It isn’t even casy to write the sound because the 
letter combination ¢h, which is used for the con- 
sonant in German, represents the sound tsb in Eng- 
lish. To prevent confusion, the guttural consonant 
is sometimes written &h, as | did for instance, in 
Chapter 1, when I gave r#akb as the Hebrew word 
for “breath.” 

The Hebrew language has the £4 sound and so 
does Greek, but the Latin does not. In using the 
Latin alphabet, difficulty therefore arises. Sometimes, 
the sound is written ch, sometimes it is written J, 
and sometimes it is Icft out altogether. 

For instance, the name of the father of Mcthuse- 
lah, in Hebrew, is pronounced “Khanokh.” In the 
Authorized Version, the first kb is omitted and the 
second is written as ch (and pronounced &) so that 
it becomes Enoch. In the Douay Version, the first 
kb is represented by an / and the name becomes 
Henoch. 

Again, one of the sons of Noah is “Kham” in He- 
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brew. This is written “Ham” in the Authorized 
Version and “Cham” in the Douay Version. 

Noah, himself, represents still another example. In 
Hebrew, the name is “Noakh” but in the Authorized 
Version it is “Noah.” And this time, it is the Douay 
Version that drops the &b altogether so that there the 
name becomes “Noe.” 

These changes in letters and pronunciation make 
no difference as far as the spiritual and religious mes- 
sage of the Bible is concerned, of course, but they can 
make a difference in the traces they leave in our 
language. It is because this book is about those traces 
that I am making so much of this point. 

For instance, the Flood described in Genesis is not 
the only story of a flood in Western tradition. The 
Greek myths spoke of a flood, too. In order to specify 
the Flood described in the Bible, one speaks of the 
“Noachian Flood.” Without knowing of the changes 
in Ietters from Hebrew to English, one might won- 
der where the ch came from. 

Again, the descendants of Shem, of whom I shall 
speak in the next chapter, are referred to as Semitcs, 
not Shemites. The 4 vanishes because the Greck- 
Latin version of Shem’s name is used, not the 
Hebrew-English. 


A 


The Flood 
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THE BEGINNING of the sixth chapter of Genesis de- 
scribes the growth of wickedness among men. God 
decides to destroy mankind and start all over with 
the one family (that of Noah) who are virtuous. 
Noah is therefore warned of the coming destruction 


and is instructed how to go about surviving: 
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6:13. And God said unto Noah, The end 
of all flesh is come before me; for the earth 
is filled with violence through them; and, be- 
hold, 1 will destroy then with the earth. 

6:14. Make thee an ark of gopher wood... 


There are three unusual words in this passage. 
“Flesh” here means life in general. The word “ark” 
‘s not the word we would ordinarily think of for 
what Noah was told to build. We would call it a 
“ship.” The word “ark” comes from a Latin term 
meaning ‘“‘to enclose.” Noah's ship, you sec, wasn't 
just something to float on water with. God instructed 
Noah to build it with a roof so that it had a protec- 
tion against the rain from above as well. Noah and 
his family were completely enclosed and the ship was, 
for that reason, called an ark. 

As for “gopher wood,” nobody knows what kind 
of wood that can be. The Hebrew word for it 1s 
uscd nowhere else in the Bible. The Douay Version 
translates the phrase, “Make thee an ark of timber 
planks...” 

God’s instructions give the ark’s measurements in 
“cubits.” This translation of the Hebrew word used 
in this chapter is derived from the Latin word for 
“elbow” and is taken to be the distance from the 
elbow to the fingertips, or about 18 inches. The 
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Hebrew measure which is translated as cubit is sup- 
posed to be equal to about 17.6 inches so that the 
floor arca of the ark as described in this chapter comes 
to about 100,000 square feet. (The ark is 300 cubits 
long, 50 cubits wide, 30 cubits high and built with 
three storics.) 

With the instructions complete, God for the first 
time describes the manner in which mankind will be 
destroyed: 


6:17. And behold, 1, even 1, do bring a flood 
of waters upon the earth, to destroy all flesh... 


The word “flood” is from the same Teutonic source 
as the words “flow” and “float” and can refer to any 
flowing water, such as a river or stream, even when 
the flow is gentle and harmless. It can even refer to 
the rising tide so that we speak of “flood tide” when 
the tide comes in. We can say that “affairs are at 
the flood,” meaning that things are moving in the 
desired direction, because a rising tide means that 
ships will be able to float and move out of the harbor. 

Because of this chapter of the Bible, however, the 
word “flood” has become most familiar to us as a 
disastrous incoming of water in which men dic. An 
example is the sudden water flow that resulted when 
a dam near the city of Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 
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burst after heavy rains in the year 1889. Over 2200 
people were drowned in what has been known ever 
since as the “Johnstown flood.” 

To distinguish the Noachian flood from ordinary 
floods, the word is capitalized. The word “Flood” 
can only mean the one described in the Bible. An 
alternate word, which does not occur in the Bible, 
however, is “the Deluge,” from a Latin word mean- 
ing “to wash away.” 

It was necessary to save some of the various crea- 
tures of the land and air, for man could not live on the 
earth alone. The ark was to be a refuge for all species 
(so that in these days any place of refuge is some- 
times called an ark): 


6:19, And of every living thing of all flesh, 
two of every sort shalt thou bring into the ark, 
to keep them alive with thee; they shall be male 
and female. 


The picture of all the animals slowly entering the 
ark, two by two, lions and sheep, bears and mice, has 
always been a most dramatic one. For that reason, 
perhaps, a little “Noah’s ark” with animals in it has 
always been a favorite toy of youngsters. In such 
toys, two of the prominent animals are the giraffes 
for whom special holes have to be made at the top 
to allow the long necks to stick through. That is 
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quite a modern innovation, though, for Europeans 
did not discover the giraffe tll about 1800. 

God’s instructions concerning the animals in the 
ark are repeated at the beginning of the seventh 
chapter, with a slight change: 


7:2. Of every clean beast thou shalt take 
to thee by sevens, the male and his female: and 
of beasts that are not clean by two, the male 
and his female. 


Here and elsewhere in the Bible, the words “clean” 
and “not clean” (or “unclean”) do not mean what 
we commonly think of them as meaning nowadays. 
The words have a spiritual meaning here. Some- 
thing is “unclean” which cannot, for some reason, 
be made holy. Certain animals, for instance, must not 
be sacrificed because they are considered “unclean.” 
The list of such unclean animals comes later in the 
Bible, and the most familiar of those listed is the pig. 
Clean animals, which can be sacrificed, include cattle, 
sheep, and goats. 

Naturally, something which cannot be made holy 
is looked upon with distaste; and, on the other hand, 
anything which is unpleasant ought not to be offered 
to God and is therefore unclean. Dead bodies are un- 
clean and animal wastes and so on. A man must keep 
himself clean as much as he can so that he can always 
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approach places of worship and present himself be- 
fore God. Therefore, he mustn’t use unclean ani- 
mals for food or come into contact with anything 
unclean. If he does, he must go through certain puri- 
fication rituals. | 

All this gives rise to the notion that being dirty in 
any way is to be unclean; and to be free of dirt is to be 
clean. Nowadays, we use the words almost always 
without religious significance. If we are not dirty, then 
weare clean. If a pig is scrubbed down for appearance 
in an animal show, even a Jew, if he is English-speak- 
ing, will say that the pig is clean, although from a 
ritualistic standpoint it is unclean. (Jews and Mo- 
hammedans still consider the pig unfit to cat because 
it is unclean in the ritualistic sense, but Christians 
have abandoned that notion.) 


Into the Ark, then, went Noah and his wife; 
Noah’s three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, and 
their wives; and all the animals. The rains came, 
the waters rose, and the Flood killed all land life 
outside the ark. After that happened, the waters 
slowly abated and the ark came to ground again: 


8:4. And the ark rested in the seventh 
month... upon the mountains of Ararat. 


Notice that the verse says “mountains of Ararat.” 
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Ararat is not the name of a particular mountain but 
of a land. In fact, in the book of Jeremiah (51:27), 
Ararat is spoken of as a “kingdom.” Apparently, it 
is the ancient land of Urartu, located in what is now 
the eastern edge of Turkey, and which flourished 
from 1250 B.c. to 750 B.c. The Douay Version says 
“the mountains of Armenia,” that being a later name 
for the same region. 

Nevertheless, tradition has identified Mount Ararat 
as a particular mountain in Turkey just at the place 
where the boundaries of Turkey, Iran, and the Soviet 
Union meet. It was first climbed by man in 1829 
and in very recent ycars it was climbed again. There 
was supposed to be some hope that the remnants of 
the Ark might still be there, but nothing was found. 

Even after coming to rest, there was no question of 
leaving, for only the mountaintops were exposed. 
Noah waited, then sent out scouts to view the ter- 
rain, using the animal kingdom for the purpose. 


8:7. And he sent forth a raven, which went 
forth to and fro, until the waters were dried 
up from off the earth, 

8:8. Also he sent forth a dove from him, to 
see if the waters were abated from off the 
face of the ground. 


When the dove finally returned with an olive leaf, 
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this meant the ground was reasonably bare and Noah 
and his family could leave. 

The story of Noah and the Ark was so dramatic 
that there was actually some attempt in the Middle 
Ages to set the characters among the constellations. 
The names of some of the constellations are very old 
and the Greeks had worked them into their own 
myths (see Words from the Myths). The constella- 
tions were thus a continual reminder of the heathen 
gods and this was offensive in Christian mcs. 

(“Heathen,” by the way, comes from heath, of 
Teutonic origin, meaning “open country.” The 
people inhabiting the land away from the cities kept 
to their old traditions longest and were the last to 
accept Christianity. Similarly, “pagan” comes from 
the Latin pagus, meaning “‘village.” Again the small- 
town people were late in accepting the new religion 
coming to them from the big cities.) 

The attempt to substitute Bible stories for the 
Greek myths in the sky did not succeed. Noah and 
his Ark, however, came closest. 

The constellation of Argo, for instance, which is 
supposed to represent the large ship that carried 
Jason and his men to the land of Colchis in search of 
the Golden Fleece, was renamed ‘“Noah’s Ark.” 
(Perhaps the coincidental similarity in sound be- 
tween “Argo” and “Ark” helped.) The small con- 


THE FLOOD / 89 


stellations of Corvus (the Crow) and Columba (the 
Dove) were very naturally called “Noah’s Raven” 
and “Noah's Dove.” Even these names, however, 
did not really stick. 

Once Noah, his family, and the other living crea- 
tures in the Ark emerged onto dry Jand once more, 
Noahs first act was to sacrifice to God. 


8:20. And Noah builded an altar unto the 
Lord; and took of every clean beast, and of 
every clean fowl, and offered burnt offerings 
on the altar. 


The Douay Version uses the word “holocaust” in this 
verse in place of “burnt offerings.” Ordinarily in 
sacrificing an animal, only certain parts were burnt, 
the remainder being for the use of those officiating 
on the occasion. Sometimes, however, all the animal 
might be burnt and then it is a holocaust, from Greek 
words meaning “wholly burnt.” 

After that, God made a covenant (that is, an agrce- 
ment) with Noah: 

9:9. And 1, behold, I establish my covenant 
with you, and with your seed after you. 


In this covenant God agrees never to destroy life by 
means of a flood again and sets the rainbow in the 
sky as a witness. The word “seed” in this verse is 
an old-fashioned term for “descendants” and, in fact, 
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the Revised Standard Version makes the verse read 
“with you and your descendants after you.” 

There are other covenants between God and man 
later in the Old Testament but those covenants are 
with the Hebrews in particular. This one is with all 
men, for since Noah and his family are the only ones 
left alive after the Flood, all men who were to live 
thereafter would be of Noah’s ‘“‘sced.”’ 

One more item in Noah's life history is then told. 
He was the first to cultivate the vine and, unaware 
of the effects of wine, he became its first victim: 


9:20, And Noah began to be an husband- 
man, and be planted a vineyard: 

9:21. And he drank of the wine, and was 
drunken... 


A “husband” is the head of a houschold, and it comes 
from an old Teutonic phrase meaning “dweller in a 
house.” In the old days, when farming was by far 
the most important occupation, a “husband” or “‘hus- 
bandman’”’ was automatically a farmer and that’s what 
it means in verse 9:20. The Revised Standard Version 
says, “Noah was the first ciller of the soil.” To be 
“tiller of the soil” means to do the work necessary 
to raise crops. In fact, “tll” in this sense and “toil” 
come from the same ancient Teutonic expression. 
Because of Noah’s drunkenness, the popular plays 
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written about Noah’s Flood during the Middle Ages 
always showed Noah to be fond of liquor. The mod- 
ern play and movie Green Pastures shows the same 
thing. In fact, when various parts of the Noah story 
were placed among the constellations, the constella- 
tion Crater (the Cup) was named ‘“‘Noah’s wine- 
cup.” 

During the time when Noah lay in his tent in a 
drunken sleep, Noah’s son Ham was disrespectful, 
and Noah, upon recovering, was angry over this. 
For some reason that the Bible docs not make clear, 
he cursed Ham’s son Canaan for it: 


9:25. And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a 
servant of servants shall be be unto his breth- 
ren. 


This is worse than it sounds to us, since we are used 
to servants who can give notice when they wish and 
who Icad comfortable lives. The Revised Standard 
Version has it read “a slave of slaves,” which is 
closer to what is really meant. 

Now Canaan was considered the ancestor of the 
people who lived in the land later occupied by 
the Hebrews. When the Hebrews first arrived, the 
land itself was known to them as “Canaan” and the 
native inhabitants were ‘““Canaanites.” 

It frequently happens in ancient genealogies, you 
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sec, that the person who is described as the ancestor 
of the inhabitants of a certain region has himself the 
name of that region. Such a man is an “cponymous” 
ancestor, from Greek words meaning ‘“‘name upon.” 
He had placed his name upon the land, so to speak. 

In later years, the Hebrews fought the Canaanites 
and occupied their land, reducing them to slavery, 
and this verse was used to explain why that hap- 
pened. In modern times, the verse was used in an- 
other way, which I will come to shortly. 


Noah meant a new start for mankind. Once again, 
as in the time of Adam, there was only one ancestor. 
Because of this and because Noah, like Adam and 
Enoch, was described as having a personal connec- 
tion with God, he, too, was felt to have been in the 
possession of sceret information from God. A book 
called the “Apocalypse of Noah” was at one time 
circulated among the Jews, but it is now lost. Parts 
of it are probably to be found in the apocryphal 
book of Enoch. 

The repeopling of the earth, from this one ances- 
tor, proceeded rapidly. The tenth chapter of Genesis 
describes how different nations arose from Noah's 
three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. This is done 
by means of a rapid genealogy and a listing of chil- 
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10:2. The sons of Japhbeth; Gomer, and 
Magog, and Madai, and Javan, and Tubal, and 
Meshech, and Tiras. 


These are thought to represent the eponymous an- 
cestors of various nations. We can’t be absolutely 
sure in every case what nations are meant, but schol- 
ars have made guesses. For instance, Gomer 1s sup- 
posed to represent the people north of the Black Sca, 
who were called “Kimmerians” by the Grecks. 
Madai represents the Medes, who lived in what ts 
now northwestern Iran. Javan represents the Ionians, 
the Greeks who lived in western Asia Minor. Certain 
smaller groups have been guessed at for Tubal, Me- 
shech, and Tiras, but Magog remains a complete mys- 
tery. 

After running through the descendants of Japheth, 
the fifth verse of the chapter gocs on to say: 


10:5. By these were the isles of the Gentiles 
divided in their lands... 


The word “Gentiles” is the translation of the Hebrew 
goyim, which means “nations,” or “peoples.” In 
fact, the Revised Standard Version uses the phrase 
“coastland peoples” in place of “isles of the Gentiles.” 

“Gentile” comes from the Latin gems, meaning 


94 / woRDS IN GENESIS 


“clan”: that is, any group of individuals descended 
from a common ancestor. This is not such a bad 
translation, since clans and nations were much the 
same thing in early times. 

Of course, the Romans considered themselves as 
being born of one or another of the various “gens” 
which they knew about and considered important. 
Foreigners were descended of people of whom the 
Romans had never heard. Naturally, every group of 
human beings considers itself superior to other 
groups, so a descendant of one of the “gens” was 
better than anyone of outside descent. 

For that reason, a person considered of “superior 
birth,” someone of “family,” is of “gentle” birth. 
He is a “gentleman,” a man of one of the “gens,” in 
other words. Naturally, a gentleman would have 
manners that were superior to those of ‘common 
birth” so that we have such words as “gentle,” “gen- 
tecl,”’ and even “jaunty” to describe such pleasant 
manners. And when an author speaks of the “gentle 
reader,” he isn’t calling him mild and soft; he is 
flattering him by praising his birth and family. 


Most people tend to divide all mankind into two 
groups — their-own on once side and all others on the 
other side. We ourselves spcak of ‘““Americans” and 
“forcigners’; the Greeks spoke of ‘““Hellenes” (them- 
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selves) and “barbarians” (all others). The Hebrews 
considered themselves as one group and all others 
(the goyim or “Gentiles”) on the other. Because of 
the influence of the Bible, we have accepted the classi- 
fication, and the word “Gentile” is now taken to 
mean any non-Jew. 

Oddly enough, the Mormons (a Christian sect es- 
tablished mainly in Utah) use the term “Gentile” to 
mean any non-Mormon, so that to a Mormon, a Jew 
is a Gentile. 


In general, the sons of Japheth represent peoples 
and lands to the north of the Black Sea and the Medi- 
terranean. The Bible goes on to describe the sons of 
Ham as representing people and Jands in northern 
Africa and near-by regions in Asia. For instance: 


10:6. And the sons of Ham; Cush, and 
Mizraim, and Phut, and Canaan. 


Mizraim is the Hebrew name for Egypt, and Cush is 
the Hebrew name for Ethiopia, the land to the south 
of Egypt. Phut is not surely identified, and Canaan 
| have already mentioned. 

There is onc scrap of personal history in the geneal- 
ogy of Ham: 


10.8. And Cush begat Nimrod: be began to 
bea mighty one in the earth. 
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10:9. He was a mighty bunter before the 
Lord: wherefore it is said, Even as Nimrod 
the mighty hunter before the Lord. 

10:10. And the beginning of his kingdom 
avas Babel, and Erech, and Accad, and Calneh, 
in the land of Shinar. 


Now Nimrod was clearly someone connected with 
Babylonian history, though exactly who he was is not 
known. The “land of Shinar” is almost certainly an 
ancient region between the Tigris and Euphrates, the 
name of which has come down to us as “Sumer.” 
There was a high civilization in Sumer as old as that 
of Egypt, if not older, and as long ago as 2600 n.c. 
a ruler named Sargon was conqucring neighboring 
islands and establishing an empire. 

The cities mentioned in verse 10 were connected 
with Sumer. Accad (or Akkad) was a city and re- 
gion to the north of Sumer, and it was conquered by 
Sargon. Erech (or Uruk) was a Sumerian city on 
the Euphrates. The whereabouts of Calnch is uncer- 
tain, but Babel is, of all the Sumerian cities, the most 
famous. It grew to be the largest and for long periods 
it ruled the entire areca. It is better known by the 
Greek version of its name, “Babylon.” 

There is some puzzlement as to why Nimrod should 
be considered a son of Cush, since Ethiopia had no 
connection with Sumeria. One guess is that Cush, in 
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this verse, refers to the Kassites, or Kossaeans, who 
conquered Babylonia about 1600 B.c. and remained 
as rulers until about 1150 B.c. 

The expression “mighty one” is a translation of the 
Hebrew word gibbor, meaning a person of excep- 
tional size, strength, and valor. Such a person would 
have been described as a “hero” by the Greeks. Since 
a “mighty one” uses his strength in combat also, he 
might also be described as a “warrior.” 

For that reason, Jewish legends clustered about 
Nimrod as the first great warrior and empire-builder, 
as a despotic and tyrannical ruler, The word “Nim- 
rod” was formerly used to mean a tyrant for that 
reason. 

It is not surprising that he should be considered a 
grcat hunter. The kings of Assyria (who lived thou- 
sands of years after the great days of Sumer, but who 
ruled over the same region and were well known to 
the Jews of the time) were merciless warriors as 
was the Nimrod of Hebrew legend and, in addition, 
one of their favorite amusements was hunung. 

In any case, Nimrod, whoever he was, was sufh- 
ciently known for his hunting to become the basis 
of a popular figure of speech: “He's as good a hunter 
as Nimrod.” Thanks to this verse, the notion of 
Nimrod as tyrant was replaced by the notion of Nim- 
rod as hunter. Any hunter can be called a “Nimrod.” 
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In fact, this expression almost entered English lit- 
erature in an important way. In 1836, it seems, a 
certain London publisher hit upon the idea of having 
a book of essays written about a group of amateur 
sportsmen interested chicfly in hunting and fishing 
and calling themselves the “Nimrod Club.” They 
were to be very clumsy and the book was to be a 
humorous one describing the scrapes they got into. 

The publisher approached a young newspaper- 
writer (only twenty-four at the time) and asked if 
he would do it. The writer, however, said he was no 
sportsman and would write the book only if he could 
do as he pleased. He went on to write the book and 
it was an enormous and smashing success. There were 
some hunting scenes in it and one character was a 
clumsy sportsman always getting into scrapes, but 
that was all that was left of the original idea. 

The name of “Nimrod Club” had to be dropped 
and the club was named instead after its president, 
Samuel Pickwick. The writer, you sce, was Charles 
Dickens and the book was the immortal Pickwick 
Papers — which might have been the Nizrod Papers 
if Dickens had had less of a mind of his own. 


The tenth chapter of Genesis had important con- 
sequences in the eighteenth century, when Euro- 
peans were beginning to study languages scientifically. 


THE FLoop / 99 


Relationships between languages were worked out. 
It could be seen, for instance, that Latin, French, 
Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese were not very differ- 
ent. Also Dutch, German, Swedish, Danish, and Eng- 
lish were not very different, and so on. Then the 
Germanic group and the Latin group, together with 
Greck and the Slavic and Celtic languages all had 
certain resemblances, yet all were quite different from 
languages like Arabic. 

In fact, three main families of languages were sct 
up and named after the sons of Noah because it 
scemed that these language families fit the genealogies 
of the tenth chapter of Genesis. Languages like those 
of ancient Egypt (Coptic) were called “Hamitic.” 
Languages like Arabic, Hebrew, and ancient Baby- 
lonian were “Semitic.” The languages of Europe 
might, on the same principle, have been called 
“Japhetic,” and sometimes they arc. However, lan- 
guages of the European types have been found as far 
east as India, and in the early 1800's, in order to show 
the spread of this language group, it came to be 
called “Indo-Germanic” by German scholars and 
“Indo-European” by scholars outside Germany. 

It so happens that a tribe called “Aryas” once 
invaded India from the northeast (and left their name 
in modern Iran). They spoke an early language of 
the Indo-European type and there was a theory that 
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this early language (Sanskrit) was the ancestral 
version of all the rest (or nearest to the ancestral 
version). Therefore, the Indo-European languages 
were referred to as the “Aryan languages.” 

Actually, the language’ groups do not follow the 
genealogy of Noah’s sons exactly. For instance, 
Nimrod and Canaan are described as descendants of 
Ham, but the languages of the Babylonians and 
Canaanites are Semitic. 

Nevertheless, the words have stuck and, from re- 
ferring to languages, they have come to refer to the 
people themselves. The only people of the Semitic 
group living in Europe were the Jews, and for that 
reason racial prejudice against Jews began to be 
known as “anti-Semitism” in the nineteenth century. 
In Nazi Germany, where anti-Semitism reached an 
all-time high, people were classified as “Aryan” and 
“non-Aryan.” 

The Indo-European (Japhetic), Semitic, and Ham- 
itic groups of languages do not cover all the lan- 
guages on earth by any means. They do not include 
a Turkish group of languages (Turanian) that con- 
tains Finnish and Hungarian as well as Turkish. 
They do not include the language of the Basques, a 
people who live in northeastern Spain. They do not 
include East Asian languages like Chinese and Jap- 
anesc, or the Negro languages of Africa south of the 
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Sahara, or the Indian languages of the Americas. In 
fact, the three language families include only the 
languages spoken by most (but not all) of what we 
call the “white race.” What's more, the tribes repre- 
sented by the genealogies in the tenth chapter of 
Genesis represent only what we call the “white race.” 

In modern times, some people have thought that 
Ham was the ancestor of the Negroes and was a 
Negro himself. One reason advanced for this was 
that the Ethiopians (Cush) are described as being 
descended from Ham and the word “Ethiopian” is 
often used to mean Negro. The Greeks and Romans 
used the word so because they knew that Negroes 
lived south of Egypt and that the land of Ethiopia 
existed there also. Ethiopia itself, however, to this 
very day, is ruled by people who speak a Semitic 
language (not Hamitic) and who consider themselves 
to be of the “white race.” 

To be sure, Ham itself (“Kham” in Hebrew, re- 
member) may be from an Egyptian word (khev1) 
meaning “black.” However, Khem is the name the 
ancient Egyptians gave their own country, in refer- 
ence to the black, fertile soil along the course of the 
Nile, and not in reference to their own skin-color. 

Just the same, the verse I quoted earlier about 
Canaan being cursed and condemned to servitude be- 
came very famous in Amcrica in the early nineteenth 
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century. When North and South quarreled over 
Negro slavery, some Southerners used the verse to 
justify slavery and to show that the Negro was meant 
by God to be enslaved. This is now a view that 1s 
held by very few, Iam glad to say. 


The Bible is most interested in the genealogy of 
Shem, for a reason made plain in the 21st verse of the 
chapter: 


10:21. Unto Shem also, the father of all the 
children of Eber ... even to him were cbil- 
dren born. 


The importance of Shem lies in the fact that he 1s 
the ancestor of Eber (who is recorded as his great- 
grandson) and Eber, in turn, is the eponymous an- 
cestor of the Hebrews. In the Douay Version, Eber 
is named “Heber” and the relauionship between that 
and “Hebrew” ts plain. 

Before going on with the main thread of the story, 
however, the Bible pauses and, in the eleventh chapter 
of Genesis, relates an incident that takes place shortly 
after the Flood. The early descendants of Noah 
travel castward to Shinar and there decide on a 
mighty project: 


11:4. And they said, Go to, let us build us 
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a city and a tower whose top may reach unto 
heaven... 


The “tower” is supposed to refer to actual towers 
built by the Babylonians. Their temples were in the 
form of high buildings, with terraces, called “zig- 
gurats.”’ The chicf ziggurat was as impressive in its 
day as a large cathedral would be in ours, but to the 
Jews exiled in Babylon it would seem a very impious 
structure, dedicated as it was to heathen gods. 

God disapproves of this plan of building the tower 
and decides to prevent it: 


11:7. Go to, let us go down, and there 
confound their language, that they may not 
understand one another's speech. 

11:8. So the Lord scattered them abroad 
from thence upon the face of all the earth: 
and they left off to build the city. 

11:9. Therefore is the name of it called 
Babel; because the Lord did there confound 
the language of all the earth... 


Babel (Babylon) is, in the Babylonian language, 
bab-ilu meaning “the gate of God.” (“Tlu” is just an- 
other version of the Semitic word E/, meaning “god,” 


yousee.) 
Nevertheless, ‘‘babil” or “babel” is just the sort of 
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sound that makes one think of nonsense. A foreign 
language may sound like that and may have suggested 
to the Hebrews the fact that the name of the city 
meant “confused and foreign languages.” 

This isn’t as farfetched as it might seem. To the 
Greeks, foreign languages sounded like an incompre- 
hensible “bar-bar-bar” and so they called foreigners 
“barbarians.” For the same reason, we have the word 
“babble” for incomprehensible sounds but, strangely 
enough, there is no connection between “babble” 
and “Babel,” though you might feel certain there 
should be onc. 

The word “confound,” by the way, comes from 
Latin words meaning “to pour together”; in other 
words, to mix well, The word “confuse” comes from 
the same Latin term. The verse is mercly saying that 
God confused man’s speech. However, from the 
verse the idea rose that “confound” was something 
God did to impious people and so the phrase “Con- 
found it!” became a mild oath. 

As for “Tower of Babel,” that is sometimes used 
as a metaphor for any visionary scheme, for anything 
that is bound to fail. 


The remainder of the eleventh chapter of Genesis 
goes through Shem’s genealogy in somewhat greater 
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detail, giving the ages of various members of the 
family. 

These ages are not as great as those of Adam and 
his descendants before the Flood, but they are still 
respectable. Shem lived to be 600 years old and his 
son Arphaxad lived 438 years, and so on. The age at 
death decreases until Tecrah, the great-great-great- 
great-great-great-grandson of Shem, dies at the age 
of only 205. These men, from Shem to Terah, are 
the “postdiluvian” (after the Flood) patriarchs. 

With the 26th verse, the Bible enters the main- 
stream of its story: 


11:26. And Terah lived seventy years, and 
begat Abram, Nahor, and Haran. 


Abram (later called Abraham) is the first great hero 
of Jewish tradition; he is looked up to as the most 
honored ancestor of the race and, in fact, the rest of 
the Old Testament deals entirely with Abram and 
his descendants. The Bible after the eleventh chap- 
ter of Genesis no Jonger concerns itself with the 
world as a whole but only with those portions of it 
that are of importance to Abram and his decendants. 


Abraham 


At THE END of the eleventh chapter of Genesis, the 
name of the native city of Abram’s family is given: 


11:28. And Haran died before his father 
Terah in the land of bis nativity, in Ur of the 
Chaldees. 


Ur was a Sumerian city located near the mouth of the 
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Euphrates River. (Its remains are now well inland, 
for the Euphrates has built up a hundred miles of 
delta in the four thousand years since Abram’s time.) 
Ur was about a thousand years old at the time of 
Abram and was still in existence as late as the time of 
Alexander the Great (323 3.c.). However, it was 
not “of the Chaldees” in Abram’s ume. 

The Chaldeans were a tribe to the northwest of 
Babylonia who began to spread down the Euphrates 
about 1100 3.c., a thousand years after Abram. In 
625 3.c. they helped overthrow the Assyrian Empire 
and their kings ruled in Babylon. They formed the 
“Chaldean Empire” (often called the New Baby- 
lonian Empire). Their greatest king was Nebuchad- 
rezzar, who destroyed Jerusalem and carried the 
Jews off to their Babylonian exile. The book of 
Genesis was written down after the exile, and to 
identify Ur, a city that was strange to the Jews of 
the time, it was called “Ur of the Chaldces” (that is, 
Ur in Chaldea) as I might call it “Ur, a city in south- 
eastern Iraq.” 

Because of this verse, however, whenever Ur is 
spoken of in books of history or archacology, it is 
almost always referred to as “Ur of the Chaldees.” 

But Terah and his family Icave Ur. 

11:31. And Terah took Abram his son, and 
Lot the son of Haran bis son’s son... and they 
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went forth ... to go into the land of Canaan; 
and they came unto Haran, and dwelt there. 


This is the first mention in the Bible of the land of 
Canaan. It was the area between the Jordan River 
and the Mediterranean and even in Abram’s time it 
had already been occupied by a city-dwelling people 
of a high civilization. They spoke a Semitic language, 
but through most of their history they were domi- 
nated by the powerful kingdom of Egypt. In 
Abrain’s time, however, Egypt was in a period of 
weakness and Canaan was left to itself. 

The straightest route from Ur to Canaan would 
have been directly westward, but that would have 
meant crossing the Arabian Desert. It was more 
practical to go up the Euphrates to the Mediterra- 
nean coast and then down the coast to Canaan. 

The city of Haran was located at the northernmost 
point of this route, in what is now southeastern Tur- 
key, and there they remained until Terah died. The 
similarity in names between the city and Terah’s dead 
son is not areal one. In Hebrew the city is “Kharan,” 
while Terah’s son is “Haran.” In the New Testa- 
ment, in fact, the city is referred to as Charran. The 
Douay Version distinguishes between the two by re- 
ferring to Terah’s son as “Aran.” 

Haran was an important city throughout ancient 
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times. By the Romans, it was called “Carrhae” and 
was the scene of two important Roman defeats. 


The twelfth chapter of Genesis opens with a state- 
ment that God ordered Abram to continue the mi- 
gration to Canaan which had been interrupted at 
Haran. Abram, with his wife, Sarai, and his nephew, 
Lot, at once left Haran and, eventually, arrived in 
Canaan. 


12:6. And Abram passed through the land 
unto the place of Sichem... 

12:7. And the Lord appeared unto Abram, 
and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land... 


The Hebrew historians were very careful to state as 
often as they could the exact places visited by Abram 
and his immediate descendants. It explained for them 
the religious importance of some of these sites and, 
besides, it was an important honor for the people 
living in those places. (It is like our own habit of 
saying “George Washington slept here” in connec- 
tion with old houses in which he stayed during the 
Revolutionary War.) 

Sichem, referred to later in the Bible as Shechem, 
was an important city in carly Hebrew history, and 
was located just about in the center of Canaan. It de- 
clined after the time of King Solomon, but the 
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Romans rebuilt it and called it Neapolis. From that 
comes the present Arab name for it, Nablus. 

God’s promise to Abram that Canaan would be- 
long to his descendants is first mentioned in the 
seventh verse of this chapter, but it is repeated later. 
This promise was considered vitally important by the 
Jews later, as justifying their conquest of Canaan. 
Canaan became the “Land of Promise” or the “Prom- 
ised Land,” a phrase which is still used. 

In fact, because the descendants of Abram did not 
receive their Promised Land until centuries of hard- 
ship had passed, the phrase has been used to mean any 
vague Utopia that is hoped for in the far future after 
long, hard times. 

Abram continued traveling southward through 
Canaan. Then, during a period of famine, caused, no 
doubt, by the periodic drought that affects that semi- 
desert land, he left for Egypt, where food was to be 
had. The annual flooding of the Nile meant a con- 
stant food supply for the Egyptians and egypt was 
a natural refuge in times of famine. 

In Egypt, the beauty of Abram’s wife, Sarai, was 
noticed: 

12:15. The princes also of Pharaoh saw her, 
and commended ber before Pharaoh... 


This is the first mention of the ruler of Egypt in the 
Bible. “Pharaoh” is not, of course, the rulcr’s real 
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name but is merely a title used by all egyptian rulers 
in Biblical times, just as all American chiefs of state 
can be referred to as “President.” There is no way 
of telling which Pharaoh is meant here or in later 
places in the early books of the Bible, though many 
have made guesses. I won’t try. 

The Egyptian word from which “Pharaoh” is de- 
rived is “pr’o” which means “great house,” in refer- 
ence to the ruler’s palace. This is not surprising. It 
is quite common to refer to a ruler or to some gov- 
ernment official by the building he lives or works in. 
The building, after all, is much more likely to be 
familiar to the average man than the ruler or official 
himself. 

Nowadays, for instance, instead of referring to the 
Sccretary of Defense or the Joint Chicfs of Staff di- 
rectly, we will simply say “the Pentagon.” We will 
refer to something said by the President of the United 
States as having come from the “White House,” 
while a decision made by the rulers of the Soviet 
Union is a ruling of the “Kremlin.” 

A queer intrusion of the word “Pharaoh” into 
modern language is in a card game known as “faro,” 
which is supposed to be so called because onc of the 
picture cards represented the Egyptian Pharaoh. 


After some personal danger in Egypt because of 
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his wife's beauty, Abram (with Sarai) returned to 
Canaan. With the famine over, Abram grew well- 
to-do and it became a problem to find pasture for 
both his own herds and those of his nephew, Lot. 
Abram suggested they separate and offered Lot first 
choice: 


13:10. And Lot lifted up his eyes, and be- 
held all the plain of Jordan, that it was well 
avatered everywhere... 

13:11. Then Lot chose him all the plain of 
Jordan... 


This is the first mention of the Jordan River in the 
Bible. As a river it is not much, for it is only about 
200 miles long and is not navigable. It is the most 
important river in Canaan, however, and because of 
its associations with the Bible, ic has become one of 
the most famous rivers in the world. It is the bound- 
ary of Canaan and to reach the “Promised Land” 
one must cross over the Jordan, if one approaches 
from the east, as the Hebrews themselves did in their 
invasion centuries after Abram. 

For this reason, to “cross over Jordan” means to 
complete a long and difficult journey, with success 
at the end. In fact, it usually means ‘“‘to dic,” because 
the hard journey of life ends, with, it is hoped, the 
bliss of Heaven following. For that reason, Jordan is 
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frequently mentioned in the Negro spirituals, which 
grew out of the sufferings of an enslaved people to 
whom death and Heaven must have looked particu- 
larly attractive. 

Since the plains of the Jordan were well watered, 
important cities and centers of Canaanite civilization 
were to be found there. The Hebrews, who did not 
approve of the religious rites, considered those cities 
wicked and one of them, Sodom, was singled out for 
comment: 


13:13. But the men of Sodom were wicked 
and sinners before the Lord exceedingly. 


A superstitious person might think it looked pretty 
bad for Sodom to be mentioned in this way in the 
thirteenth verse of the thirteenth chapter of Genesis 
and, to be sure, Sodom suffered a great disaster shortly 
thereafrer. Meanwhile, because of this verse, and of 
others later, Sodom has come to be used as the name 
for any wicked place. Almost every large city in the 
world today has been called a “modern Sodom” at 
one time or another. 

As for Abram, he remained in the less-developed 
areas, and received God’s promise, once again, that 
the land of Canaan would belong to his descendants. 


The cities of the Jordan valley, shortly after this, 
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were engaged in a war with an invading army from 
Sumeria: 


14:1. And it came to pass in the days of 
Amrapbel king of . Shinar, Arioch king of 
Ellasar, Chedorlaomer king of Elam, and 
Tidal king of nations; 

14:2. That these made war... 


Shinar, of course, referred to Sumeria; Elasar prob- 
ably means Larsa, a city near Ur, while Elam is a re- 
gion cast of the Tigris. By “king of nations” the 
Bible may mean a group of confederates from several 
cities. 

The kings mentioned have not been identified in 
ancient Babylonian records, but as usual in such 
cases, there have been guesses. The most dramatic 
one is that Amraphel is identical with Hammurabi. 
He was the first great king of the Babylonians after 
the decline of the Sumerians, and he ruled about 1950 
B.c. at the earliest. A very famous legal code, en- 
graved in stone, has been recovered from his time 
and is called the “Code of Hammurabi.” Howcver, 
he reigned several centuries after the time tradition- 
ally sct for Abram and so it seems very unlikely that 
he is Amraphel.. 

A battle took place. 


ABRAHAM / 115 


14:3. All these were joined together in the 
vale of Siddim, which is the salt sea. 


The “salt sea” is the lake into which the Jordan 
River flows. It has no outlet to the sca, so through 
evaporation of water, it has become very salty. It is, 
in fact, the saltiest body of water in the world, con- 
taining up to 25 per cent dissolved material as com- 
pared with 3% per cent for the ocean. Because it is 
the largest lake in the area, it is sometimes referred to 
in the Bible as simply ‘‘the sea.” (The use of “Siddim” 
as its name occurs only in this chapter.) 

The Greeks called it the “Dead Sea” because it 
is so salty no living things are found in it, and that 
is the name by which we know it. It is only a small 
lake, 46 miles long and not quite 10 miles wide, only 
a sixth as large as our own, almost as salty, Great Salt 
Lake. However, the Dead Sea occupies a great rift in 
the carth’s crust that extends all the way down into 
east central Africa. Its surface is 1286 feet below 
sea level (the lowest surface on our planct) and cven 
so it is up to 1300 feet decp in spots. The Great 
Salt Lake is only 60 feet deep at most so that there is 
more water in the Dead Sea even though the Great 
Salt Lake covers the larger arca. 

The cities of the Jordan valley were defeated, and 
the Babylonian army took off all the loot they could 
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carry. They also took with them prisoners whom 
they intended to use as slaves. Among the prisoners 
was Lot, whose choice of Sodom as a dwelling place 
had thus proven unfortunate. 


Abram discovered the fate of his nephew at once: 


14:13. And there came one that bad escaped, 
and told Abram the Hebrew... 


This is the first use of the word “Hebrew” in the 
Bible, and hereafter it is used to refer to Abram’s de- 
scendants. In later times, the Hebrews came to be 
called Jews for reasons I will explain later, but the 
word is used to the present time for the ancient lan- 
guage used by the Hebrews in Biblical times. 

Abram led a band of men in pursuit and rescued 
Lot. On his return he passed the city of Salem: 

14:18. And Melchizedek king of Salem 


brought forth bread and wine: and he was the 
priest of the most bigh God. 


Salem is the Hebrew word (Shalem) for “peace” 
and is still used as a greeting among Jews and among 
Arabs, The Arabic gesture of greeting, a low bow 
with a hand placed to the forehead, is called a 
“salaam,” from the same word spelled according to 
the Arabic pronunciation. 

Because of the meaning of the word, and because of 


ABRAHAM / 117 


this verse in Genesis, Salem is a popular name for 
towns in the United States. Salem is the name of the 
capital city of Oregon, for instance. The oldest 
Salem in America, however, is the town in northcast- 
crn Massachusetts (population 41,000) which 1s 
chiefly famous for the witch trials that took place 
there in colonial times. 

The Biblical Salem has been identified by most 
people with Jerusalem, the eventual capital city of 
the Hebrew Kingdom. 

As for Melchizedck, nothing is known of him out- 
side this verse and the next two. However, in later 
religious thought, he was considered quite important, 
for he was both a king and a priest; and what’s more, 
he was a priest of God even before the Hebrews had 
become a nation. 

This is the first mention of a priest in the Bible. 
A priest is someone who officiates at sacrifices and 
at other rituals involving man’s relationship with 
God. It has always been important to men of all 
religions that religious rituals be followed exactly 
according to tradition, so that a priest is valued as a 
kind of caretaker of tradition. 

The word “priest” comes from the Greek presby- 
teros, meaning “an old man.” Naturally, old men 
would be better acquainted with tradition, and they 
would make the best priests. It is for this reason, 
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also, that “elders” is a common term for the leading 
officials in various religious bodies, and “aldermen” 
are the officials of certain town governments. In 
fact, old people were generally considered most trust- 
worthy in governing the ordinary affairs of a govern- 
ment as well, and from the Latin word senex, mean- 
ing an “old man,” we get the word “senator.” So 
you sec, there is a connection between senators and 
priests, though perhaps this is not always easy to sce. 

In its longer form, as “presbyter,” the word re- 
mains with us, too. There are Protestant denomina- 
tions in which authority is not held by bishops (as in 
the case of the Catholic Church and in such Protes- 
tant sects as the Episcopalians and Methodists) but by 
a group of elders all of equal rank. These are the 
Presbyterian churches. 

Naturally, since one of the priest’s chief duties is 
to deal with the sacred things dedicated to God, he 
must himself be made sacred. Indeed, a Latin word 
for priest is sacerdos (“to give sacredness,” because 
sacredness is given to him when he becomes a priest). 
Therefore, anything pertaining to priests is “‘sacerdo- 
tal.” 

The clothing and utensils used in ritual are, in 
modern times, usually stored in a room in the place 
of worship, which is therefore called the “sacristy.” 
The official in charge, a sort of general caretaker, is 
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the “sacristan,” a word which is more often heard in 
the simpler form of “sexton.” 

The Hebrew word for priest is koben, and this ac- 
counts for the popularity of Cohen as a surname 
among modern Jews. 


The “most high God” mentioned in this verse, by 
the way, is El Elyon in Hebrew. It may possibly have 
been one of the many different varieties of E/ or 
“sod” worshiped by the individual Canaanite cities. 
However, it is accepted by both Jews and Christians 
to refer to God Himself and, as a result of this verse, 
“the Most High” has come to be a synonym for God. 

Now Melchizedck blesses Abram, and Abram 
makes a suitable return: 


14:20. ... And be gave him tithes of all. 


The word “tithe” is another form of the word 
“tenth,” so the verse means that Abram gave one 
tenth of the spoils he had won from the Babylonian 
invaders to Melchizedek. One tenth was the standard 
“income tax” in ancient times, but in the Middle 
Ages, starting with Charlemagne, this verse was taken 
to show that God had ordained a 10 per cent tax 
specifically for the support of the Church. “Tithe” 
has come to mean any assessed contribution to the 
support of a religious body. 
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The most personal part of Abram’s story is his 
concern about the fact that he had no children. He 
was growing old and he was childless, yet Canaan had 
heen promised to his descendants. How could that 
be? God, however, assured him he would indced have 
children and Abram accepted that. Or, as the Bible 
puts it: 


15:6. And he believed in the Lord; and he 
counted it to him for righteousness. 


The word “believe” can also be replaced by “trust” 
or by “have faith.” “Believe” is the customary word 
in the Old Testament and “have faith” in the New. 
“Paith,” from a Latin word, fides, meaning “trust,” 
means “belicf” generally, but in a religious sense 
means, particularly, “belief in God.” This refers not 
only to the fact that He exists, but to the goodness of 
all He does and intends to do. 

The importance of faith, which is here “counted 
... for righteousness” to religion, is shown by the 
fact that it has come to mean “religion” as in the 
question, “What is your faith?” Someone who is 
not of your faith is then an “infidel,” which in Latin 
is “not faithful.” 

Nevertheless, at Sarai’s insistence, Abram takes 
Hagar, Sarai’s maid, as a second wife. (Polygamy 
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was customary in those days.) However, when 
Hagar soon finds herself expecting a child, Sarai 
grows jealous and drives her away. Hagar, however, 
is not left abandoned. 


16:7. And the angel of the Lord found her 
by a fountain of water in the wilderness... 


This is the first time in the Bible that an angel is men- 
tioned. The word is a translation of the Hebrew 
malakh, meaning “messenger,” and comes from a 
Greek term meaning “messenger.” 

In the early books of the Bible, the “angel of God” 
seems to be taken for God Himself. For instance, a 
few verses later on, Hagar speaks as though it is God 
she has seen. Perhaps His invisible presence is the 
“Spirit of God” and His visible presence in manlike 
form is the “Angel of God.” However, it soon be- 
came a part of the belicf of the Hebrews that God 
could not be seen directly. 1f a man saw His glory, 
he would die. Therefore an angel came to be con- 
sidered a messenger of lesser glory, sort of halfway 
between God and man, and a being who could be 
seen with safety. 

In later times, the Jews worked out more and more 
elaborate theorics about the angels. They were sup- 
posed to have been created out of fire before Adam 
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came on the scene. Some of the angels under Satan 
led a rebellion and were cast out of heaven. They are 
the “fallen angels.” 

God began to be pictured as a ruler surrounded by 
hosts of angels of all degrees. The chief angels were 
the “archangels,” the prefix “arch-” coming from a 
Greek word meaning “chief.” There were also 
cherubim and seraphim, both of which are heavenly 
creatures of some sort mentioned in the Bible. Most 
of this was carried on into Christianity. In Milton's 
Paradise Lost, in fact, these groups and others, too, 
all appear in as complicated a pattern as the ranks of 
nobles at court or officers in an army. 

In some of the apocalyptic books (particularly the 
apocryphal ones) angels are important characters. 
The book of Daniel speaks of various nations as hav- 
ing special angels (“princes” they are there called) 
in charge, guarding them. They are the “guardian 
angels.” The guardian angel of Israel is given the 
name Michael. 

People even came to think each individual person 
had a “guardian angel” of his own and perhaps even 
an “evil spirit” as well. This is a development of 
Greek and Roman notions of this sort. The guardian 
angel makes its appearance in folk tales as the “fairy 
godmother” — the most famous of these being in the 
story “Cinderella.” 
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Another important archangel is Raphacl, a leading 
character in the apocryphal book of Tobit (which 
appears as canonical, however, in the Douay Bible, 
under the name Tobias). Still another, Gabriel, ap- 
pears in the book of Danicl and in some of the New 
Testament stories concerning the birth of Jesus. 
However, Gabriel is best known to us as the arch- 
angel whose duty it is to blow the horn that 
will announce the Day of Judgment (“the last 
trump’”’). 

All these names are masculine and, in fact, angels 
are always referred to in the Bible as masculine. For 
instance, the verse after the one in which the angel 
of the Lord finds Hagar begins: 


16:8. And be said... 


the “he” referring to the angel. 

Nevertheless, when angels became an important 
clement in religious art, they were painted as such 
beautiful beings that people began to think of them 
as female. At any rate, a good and beautiful girl 1s 
very likely to be called “an angel” by people who 
admire her, and the term 1s not as likely to be used for 
aman. 

One exception to this rule is the slang term “angel” 
for a backer of a Broadway play. Perhaps this is be- 
cause to the writers, actors, and producers looking 
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for financial support, a backer seems as welcome as an 
angel from heaven. 


But, ro get back to Genesis, the angel orders Hagar 
to return to Abram predicting that she will bear a 
son: 

16:11.... thou... shalt bear a son, and 
shalt call bis name Ishmael... 

16:12. And he will be a wild man; his hand 
ewill be against every man, and every man’s 
hand against bin... 


This describes Ishmael (and his descendants) as being 
warlike men without settled homes — nomads, in 
other words, at war with each other and with any 
settled farming communities in the neighborhood. 
For this reason, a rover or bandit or even just some- 
one who doesn’t seem to fit into the society in which 
he lives may sometimes be called ‘an Ishmael.” 

In the famous novel Moby Dick, the person who 
tells the story is himself a wanderer and he begins 
abruptly with: “Call me Ishmael.” 

After this, with a child on the way for Abram, 
God repeats a covenant He had already made with 
him. He promises once again that Abram’s descend- 
ants by his first wife, Sarai, will inherit Canaan, and 
this time the covenant is more formal and impressive 
than ever before: 
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17:1. And when Abram was ninety years 
old and nine, the Lord appeared to Abram, 
and said unto bim, 1 am the Almighty God; 
avalk before me, and be thou perfect. 

17:2. And I will make my covenant be- 
tween meand thee... 


The term “Almighty God” is a translation of the 
Hebrew El Shaddai. Again, as in the case of El Elyon, 
this may be one of the numerous El’s of Canaan. 
Elowever, again, Jews and Christians alike agree in 
accepting it as being God Himself. As a result of this 
verse and a few others like it, “the Almighty” has 
also come to be asynonym for God. 

Asa sign of the importance of this covenant, God 
changes Abram's name: 


17:5. Neither shall thy name any more be 
called Abram, but thy name shall be Abraham; 
for a father of many nations bave I made thee. 


Names were important in early ages and a new rela- 
tionship with God required a new name. The Revised 
Standard Version, in a footnote, explains that 
“Abram” means “exalted father,” while “Abraham” 
means “father of a multitude.” 

In any case, it is as Abraham that the son of Terah 
is known forever after. He is usually referred to as 
Abraham even when events prior to this covenant 
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are discussed. For instance, I have named this chapter 
“Abraham” even though it is only now, almost at the 
chapter’s end, that he received the name. 

Both names occur in modern times. We all know 
that our sixteenth president was Abraham Lincoln. 
Perhaps not so many know that Abram was also 
represented in the White House, for the twentieth 
president was James Abram Garfield. Both presi- 
dents, by a strange coincidence, were assassinated. 

As Abraham’s part of the covenant, something was 
required of him and his descendants: 


17:10. This is my covenant, which ye shall 
keep, between me and you and thy seed after 
thee; Every man child among you shall be cir- 
cumcised. 


The Hebrew word for covenant is b’rith and that ts 
the name still given to the rite of circumcision per- 
formed on Jewish male infants. A well-known Jew- 
ish social and philanthropic organization founded in 
New York in 1843 is called ‘“B’nai B'rith” meaning, 
in Hebrew, “sons of the covenant.” 

Sarai, too, was part of the covenant, as she was to 
be the mother of the descendants of Abraham to 
whom the promise was made. Her name was conse- 
quently changed to Sarah, and that, too, is the name 
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she has been known by ever since. (Both names mean 
“‘princess.”’) 


Before the birth of Sarah’s child is described, there 
is a pause in the narrative to tell the manner in which 
God destroyed the wicked cities of Sodom and Go- 
morrah, on the shores of the Dead Sea. God an- 
nounced His plan to Abraham and, as described in 
the cightcenth chapter of Gencsis, Abraham pleaded 
with Him not to destroy the cities if they happened 
to contain some virtuous men. (In this chapter, God's 
testing reveals Abraham at his noblest, and he even 
dares to lecture God): 


18:25. That be far from thee to ... slay the 
righteous with the wicked . . . Shall not the 
Judge of all the earth do right? 


This is the first specific mention of God as the Judge 
who decides on the merits of men and determines 
what their fate shall be. Later on, the notion of a 
Judgment Day was developed in much greater detail. 

God agreed not to destroy any city if as few as 
ten good men could be found in it. However, the 
angels sent by God to examine the situation in Sodom 
found (as described in the nineteenth chapter) only 
one good man in it, Abraham’s nephew, Lot. He 
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offered them hospitality, while all the other inhabi- 
tants wished to harm them. 

Lot was ordered by the angels to flee the city, and 
he did so, taking his two daughters and his wife. Once 
they were out of the city, God rained fire and brim- 
stone (that is, burning sulfur) upon them and de- 
stroyed them. Lor and his family had been ordered 
not to look back upon Sodom as they were leaving, 
but Lot’s wife could not resist: 


19:26. But bis wife looked back from be- 
hind bim, and she became a pillar of salt. 


The story of Lot’s wife, even though it is contained 
in this one verse, and even though she isn’t so much 
as given a name, has always been a dramatic onc. It 
has been used to point the moral that one must not 
look back longingly upon evil after one has given 
it up. 

There are heaps of salt on the shores of the Dead 
Sea (which the Arabs call Babr Lut — that is, “The 
Sea of Lot,” because of this story) and occasionally 
this heap or that is identified as Lot’s wife. 

In fact, through the Middle Ages, most Europeans, 
as a result of this story (at a time when few of them 
had a chance to-see the region itself) imagined that 
the Dead Sea must still be a region of volcanoes, with 
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smoke and fire issuing from the ground, with ashes 
all about, with the sea itself black and smelling of 
burning sulfur. Actually, the Dead Sea is blue and 
peaceful and is an important asset to the modern na- 
tion of Israel, for from its salt-laden shores all kinds 
of important minerals can be obtained. 

No trace of the old cities has been discovered by 
modern archacologists, and they may be bencath the 
waters of the Dead Sea, which is quite shallow at the 
southern end. 

One of the myths about the Dead Sea was that 
there were trees on its shore that grew beautiful 
apples, but inside the lovely skins were nothing but 
ashes. These were called “Apples of Sodom” or 
“Dead Sea Fruit.”” Although such fruit does not exist, 
the term can be used for anything that seems very de- 
sirable but turns out to be worthless in the end. 


Abraham had a final adventure of his own prior to 
the birth of Sarah’s son. He and Sarah traveled to 
Gerar, a city near the southern edge of Canaan’s sca- 
coast. There, Sarah was temporarily placed in the 
king’s harem, The king of Gerar was, however, 
warned by God, who said: 


20:7. Now therefore restore the man his 
wife; for be isa prophet... 
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Sarah was consequently returned and Abraham went 
his way. 

This is the first use of the word “prophct” in the 
Bible. It comes from Greek words meaning “‘to 
speak for” and so a prophet is, actually, an interpreter. 
The Greeks applied the word to those people who 
explained the various oracles in which they believed, 
since in this fashion the wills of their various gods 
were interpreted. In the Bible, the word is used for 
an interpreter of the will of God. However, it is rec- 
ognized that “false prophets” can exist also. 

God’s will might be made clear by a prophet 
through a description of His past acts, or an explana- 
tion of His present acts, or a warning of His future 
acts. Naturally, the most dramatic possibility was 
the last and it was the predictions (usually of doom 
but sometimes of gladness) that attracted most at- 
tention. 

For that reason, a “prophet” in ordinary speech 
has come to mean anyone who can foretell (or who 
claims he can forctell) the future, whether such fore- 
telling has any religious significance or not. 


Anp now it came time for God’s promise to Abraham 
to be fulfilled. Abraham had a son by Hagar, of 
course, and Ishmael was now a youngster of thirteen. 
But it was through Sarah that he was to have descend- 
ants who would inherit Canaan, and finally, when 
Abraham was a hundred years old and Sarah ninety, 
this son came. He was named Isaac. 
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Almost at once Sarah demanded that Abraham 
send away Hagar and Ishmael so it would be perfectly 
plain that only Isaac was to be Abraham’s heir. This, 
Abraham, who loved Ishmael, did not want to do, but 
God ordered him to obey Sarah, promising that in 
time He would form a nation of the descendants of 
Ishmael also. 

Abraham therefore gave Hagar a supply of water 
and ordered her and Ishmael to leave. 


21:14. ...and she departed, and wandered 
in the wilderness of Beersheba. 


Beersheba was, in later times, the most southerly of 
the important towns of the land. The most northerly 
city of the land was one called Dan, so that when the 
Biblical writers wished to speak of the whole king- 
dom they would say “from Dan to Beersheba,” as we 
would say “from Maine to California.” 

Our version is more impressive in a way since the 
distance from Maine to California is 3000 miles, while 
that from Dan to Beersheba is only 150 miles. How- 
ever, in ancient times it was more troublesome to 
travel those 150 miles than it is to travel 3000 miles 
in today’s jet planes. What's more, such is the in- 
fluence of the Bible, that people still sometimes say 
“from Dan to Beersheba” when they mean “every- 
where.” 
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The word “wilderness” in this verse does not mean 
exactly what the modern American is likely to think 
of. In our own history books, we came across the 
word in connection with the trackless forests which 
the first settlers encountered in the New World. For 
that reason, most of us think of a wilderness as being 
a region of thickly grown woodlands. 

Actually, however, “wilderness” might more cor- 
rectly be written ‘“‘wild-deer-ness,” in which the 
word “deer” stands for “animal.” (‘‘Deer” origi- 
nally did mean “animal” and in German the word for 
“animal” is Tier, of which “deer” is a version.) A 
“wild-deer-ness” or “wilderness” is a name applied to 
any tract of uninhabited land in which only wild ani- 
mals are to be found, if anything at all. 

For that reason, a desert can be a wilderness; and a 
large glacier can be one. [ven the empty wastes of 
the sea can be considered a wilderness. When the 
word “wilderness” is uscd in the Bible, it usually 
refers to what we would call a “desert.” 

Beersheba itself had wells; seven of them, in fact, 
and one way of translating the name of the town is 
“well of seven.” However, the neighboring tracts of 
land were a dry wilderness and there Hagar and 
Ishmacl were in danger of dying of thirst. But once 
again an angel appeared to them and they werc guided 
toa well, 
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In the south, Ishmael grew to manhood. 


21:21. And he dwelt in the wilderness of 
Paran: and his mother took him a wife out of 
the land of Egypt. 


The “wilderness of Paran” is located in the desert 
area between Canaan and Egypt. 


While on the subject of Beersheba, the Bible goes 
on to narrate the tale. of how that town got its name. 
This involves an agreement made between Abraham, 
during the period when he lived in that neighbor- 
hood, and Abimelech, king of Gerar. An oath was 
involved and the explanation goes on to say that the 
translation of Beersheba (another version) is ‘well of 
the oath.” After this: 


21:32. ... Abimelech rose up, and... re- 
turned into the land of the Philistines. 


This is the first mention of the Philistines in the Bible. 
Notice that Abimelech isn’t called a Philistine here; 
he is merely said to have returned to the land of the 
Philistines. This is an anachronism (meaning the 
placing of something out of its proper time), just as 
the phrase “Ur of the Chaldees” was, and for the 
same reason. 


According to the traditional dating system, Abra- 
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ham was born about 2000 n.c. and Isaac about 1900 
B.c. This was centuries before the Philistines arrived 
in Canaan. They did not invade and occupy Canaan 
until about 1200 n.c. When they did, they took over 
a fifty-mile stretch of the Canaanite scacoast and re- 
mained there for some centuries. 

Between 1200 n.c. and 1000 n.c., the Philistines 
were the chief enemics of the Hebrews, and for a 
time the Philistines even ruled over the Hebrews. 
Some of the most stirring tales of those early days in- 
volved the fight of the Hebrews of the interior hills 
against the more advanced Philistines on the seacoast, 
and the Jews, in later days, remembered those tales 
well. 

The city of Gerar was located in what was later 
to become Philistine territory. For that reason, when 
the book of Genesis came to be written down, the lo- 
cation of that town was placed in the “land of the 
Philistines.” The readers would know at once what 
that meant. 

The Philistines were not like any of the other in- 
habitants of Canaan, for they did not speak a Semitic 
language and they came from across the sca. The 
Bible speaks of them as having originated in “Caph- 
tor” and the Egyptians used a name similar to that 
for the island of Crete. It is possible, then, that the 
Philistines were Cretans (or from some region col- 
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onized by Cretans) who were driven out of their 
Jand by invading Greeks from the north. 

In later centuries, when Greek traders first cruised 
off the coasts of Canaan, they were naturally most 
aware of the civilized city-dwellers of the coast, ¢s- 
pecially since the later versions of the Cretan lan- 
guage were a kind of Greck. The more primitive 
people of the interior with their completely strange 
language and religion were ignored. 

Even as late as 430 B.c., the great Greek historian 
Herodotus, in describing the area, says not one word 
about the Jews living there. To him the whole area 
of Canaan was “the land of the Philistines” and he 
called it “Palaistina” which would be the Greek ver- 
sion of what we would be more apt to call “‘Philistia.” 
Herodotus’s word has come down to us as ‘‘Palestine.” 
In fact, the Douay Version, sticking closer to the 
Latin, as always, has Abimelech in verse 21:32 “re- 
turncd to the land of the Palestines.” 

The modern name of the land of Canaan thus had 
no connection with the Jews at all, but only with their 
enemy of early days. It is only since 1948 and the es- 
tablishment of the modern Jewish state of Israel that 
“Palestine” has dropped out of use. 


As Isaac grew into young manhood, God’s cove- 
nant with Abraham seemed well on its way to fulfill- 
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ment. At that point, God decided to sce if Abraham 
valued anything at all, even the covenant and his son, 
over obedience to Himself. The Bible puts it this 
Way: 


22:1. And it came to pass after these things, 
that God did tempt Abrabam... 


The use of the word “tempt” is an odd one to us be- 
cause we have come to think of it as meaning “to 
lure into the way of evil” as the serpent did when he 
tempted Eve. However, an older meaning is “to 
test” or “to put to trial.” To avoid confusion with the 
usual modern meaning, the Revised Standard Version 
has the verse read: “. .. God tested Abraham .. .” 

The test consisted of commanding Abraham to 
take his son, Isaac, to a certain spot and there sacrifice 
him to God. Wichout hesitation, Abraham did as he 
was told and was about to kill Isaac when an angel 
called to him to stop and a ram was supplied in place 
of the youngster. Abraham had passed the supreme 
test of his faith. 

Meanwhile, word had come to Abraham concern- 
ing his brother Nahor, who had stayed behind in 
Haran after their father, Terah, had died, and Abra- 
ham and Lot had Ieft. Nahor, it seems, had had chil- 
dren and grandchildren during the time that Abraham 
and Sarah had been in Canaan. Twelve sons are 
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listed altogether, plus a grandson and a granddaughter: 


22:21. Huz his firstborn, and Buz his brother, 
and Kemuel the father of Aram. 


This verse includes the grandson, Aram. The im- 
portance of Aram (a grandnephew of Abraham, ac- 
cording to this genealogy) is that he is the cponymous 
ancestor of the Arameans. (Aram is also mentioned 
in Genesis 10:22 as a son of Shem, but the relation- 
ship between the Arameans and Hebrews was so 
close that it seems more reasonable to suppose that 
the Jews considered both to have descended from 
Terah.) 

Originally, the Arameans were a tribe that lived 
on the upper Euphrates in the neighborhood of 
Haran. About 1200 s.c., during the unscttled period 
when the descendants of Abraham, the Hebrews, 
were invading and settling in Canaan, the descendants 
of Aram, the Arameans, were invading and settling 
the district north of Canaan. The chief Aramean 
city in later years was Damascus, which was only 40 
miles northeast of Canaan’s northern boundary. 

The Arameans were great merchants and traders 
and their language (very like Hebrew) spread 
through a wide areca. The Jews themselves spoke 
Aramaic during Roman times and some of the later 
books of the Old Testament were written in Ara- 
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maic. What’s more, Jesus spoke Aramaic and there 
are places in the New Testament where the Aramaic 
is actually used and a translation has to be given. 

The original Aramean district in Haran was called 
Suri by the Assyrians, and the Greeks picked up that 
name. Herodotus called the Arameans “Syrians” 
and that name was used in the Septuagint and in later 
translations of the Bible. The nation to the northeast 
of modern Israel is still called Syria and its capital is 
sull Damascus. 

Since Abraham came from Haran and is part of the 
family to which Aram is born, he might be considered 
an Aramean. In one place in the Bible (in verse 26:5 
of the book of Deuteronomy,) the Israclites are in- 
structed to include in their prayers the phrase, “A 
Syrian ready to perish was my father...” Here the 
Greek word is used, but in the Revised Standard Ver- 
sion, the phrase is translated more closely to the orig- 
inal Hebrew: “A wandering Aramean was my 
father...” 

The granddaughter of Nahor was the daughter of 
his son Bethuel, and her name was Rebekah (or, in 
the Douay Version, Rebecca). She was the grand- 
niece of Abraham and the first cousin of Isaac. 


But now it was time for Sarah, at the age of 127, 
to dic: 
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23:2. And Sarah died in Kirjath-arba; the 
same is Lebron in the land of Canaan... 


It was in this Hebron, a town 20 miles south of 
Jerusalem, that Sarah and later Abraham were buried, 
and that was one reason why Hebron was considered 
holy by the Jews. In fact, no city, except for Jeru- 
salem, was more revered. When David established his 
kingdom, Hebron was his capital city for seven years, 
until he captured the larger and more strategically 
placed city of Jerusalem. 

In order to bury Sarah, Abraham decided to pur- 
chase from its owners a tract called “the cave of 
Machpelah.” 


23:3. And Abrabam stood up from before 
his dead, and spake unto the sons of Heth... 


Heth is listed in the tenth chapter of Genesis as a son 
of Ham, and later in the chapter, one of the sons of 
Heth is called a “Hittite.” Hittites are listed among 
the inhabitants of Canaan in a number of placcs in 
the Bible, but until quire modern times nothing fur- 
ther was known about them. They seemed just an- 
other small group among the Canaanites. 

But then abour 1900 strange inscriptions turned up 
in ruins near the town of Boghazkeui in central Tur- 
key. The language was finally deciphered and it 
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turned out that eastern Turkey was the center of a 
large kingdom which was called “Khatti” by the 
Babylonian records and which seemed identical with 
that of the Hittites (Khbittim in Hebrew) of the 
Bible. 

In Abraham’s time, the Hittites were still not 
powerful, but by 1750 n.c. they had established their 
kingdom and remained a great nation for over five 
centuries, during which they carried on mighty wars 
with Egypt. The kingdom came to an end about 
1200 B.c, as a result of the great upheavals and mi- 
grations that brought the Philistines and Hebrews to 
Canaan, the Arameans to Syria, the Greeks to Crete, 
and so on. Some remnants of the Hittites were still 
to be found in the Canaanite region even two hun- 
dred years after the end of their kingdom. 


With Sarah dead, it became more than ever neces- 
sary to find a proper wife for Isaac, and this presented 
a problem. Throughout the Bible, it is made clear 
that it is dangerous to take a wife out of a strange 
group. The feeling is, perhaps, that a child is always 
more under the influence of his mother than his 
father, especially during the very carly years, which 
are most important in forming the child’s character. 
A strange woman, with other traditions and other 
gods, would have a son who would not follow the 
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traditions and gods of his father. The Bible specifi- 
cally mentions, for instance, that those descendants 
of Abraham who did not share in the covenant took 
strange wives. For instance, Ishmael married an 
Egyptian woman, as was mentioned earlier (and was 
the son of an Egyptian besides). 

In order to keep the children of Isaac from falling 
away from tradition, Abraham was determined to 
Gnd a wife that was not a foreigner. For this reason, 
he sent his oldest and most trusted servant to Haran 
in order to find a wife for Isaac from among the 
family of Nahor. 


24:10, And the servant ...departed ...and 
avent to Mesopotamia, unto the city of Nahor. 


The region between the Euphrates and the Tigris 
was called Sumer (Shinar) in very ancient times and 
was later known as Babylonia from its chief city, as 
I said earlier in the book. About the time of Alex- 
ander the Great, the Greeks who penetrated the area 
called it Mesopotamia, from Greek words meaning 
“between the rivers.” 

The place to which Abraham's servant traveled 
was called in Hebrew Aram-Nabaraim, which 1s us- 
ually taken to mean “Aram of the two rivers,” and 
so it was naturally translated as “Mesopotamia” in the 
Septuagint and kept so in the English versions. Later 
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in the book of Genesis, the same region is referred to 
as “Padan-aram” and that is left untranslated. 

Once in Haran, the servant met with Rebekah, the 
granddaughter of Nahor. She was beautiful, hospit- 
able, and well-mannered. The servant was pleased, 
and gave her gifts: 


24:22. ... the man took a golden earring 
of half a shekel weight, and two bracelets for 
ber hands of ten shekels weight of gold. 


The “shekel” was a Babylonian unit of weight which 
spread throughout the Middle East. Among the 
Hebrews later on, the shekel was equal to about 4/7 of 
onc of our ounces. When gold and silver came to be 
uscd as money, lumps were weighed out as so many 
shekels. Eventually coins of definite weight were 
manufactured and stamped with that weight. A coin 
weighing a shekel came to be called just that, just as 
a pound of silver in England came to be called “a 
pound,” which is still the British unit of currency. 

A gold shckel would be worth about $11 in our 
money and a silyer shekel about 75 cents. Moncy is 
sometimes spoken of today, in a half-humorous way, 
as “shekels.”’ 

The servant discovered Rebekah was of the family 
of Nahor, which meant she was cligible for Isaac. 
After negotiating with the girl’s father, Bethucl, and 
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her brother, Laban, it was settled that Rebekah was 
to accompany the servant back to Canaan and there 
become Isaac's wife. 

When it came time for her to leave, Laban wished 
her good fortune: | 


24:60. ... Thou art our sister, be thou the 
mother of thousands of millions, and let thy 
seed possess the gate of those which hate thems. 


In those days, of course, cities were surrounded by 
walls. When a besieging army captured one of the 
gatcs of the city, that army could force its way in 
and the battle was about over. For that reason, to 
“nossess the gate of those which hate them” was a 
way of hoping that Rebckah’s descendants would 
be victorious over their enemies. 

The verse had an odd echo in Great Britain a 
little over a hundred years ago. In 1843, in South 
Wales, the toll roads had raised their rates to the point 
where the country people rioted. The leaders of the 
rioters disguised themselves as women and in night 
raids broke down the gates through which travelers 
had to pass and pay toll. Since they “possessed the 
gates” in this way, the leaders were called ‘“Rebeccas” 
and their followers ‘“Rebeccaites.” The whole move- 
ment is referred to as the “Rebecca riots.” 
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The Bible, in the 25th chapter of Genesis, deals 
with the lase days of Abraham. It begins by listing 
other groups that were traditionally considered to 
have been descended from him. This is done by 
quickly naming six sons borne him by a wife whose 
name is given as Keturah. All are supposed to repre- 
sent groups living in what would now be called north- 
western Arabia. Of these, only one son, Midian, had 
descendants who appear later in the Bible. 

Abraham’s death is then recorded at the age of 
175: 


25:8. Then Abraham gave up the ghost, and 
died ina good old age... 


The spirit of life left him, in other words, leaving 
behind only a vacant corpse. The phrase “to give 
up the ghost” is still used as a phrase meaning “to 
die.” However, the Revised Standard Version pre- 
fers a metaphor which doesn’t use the word “ghost,” 
since that has developed too many foolish meanings 
these days. It says instead, “Abraham breathed his 
last.” Since “‘spirit” and “breath” are the same word, 
to give up the spirit (or ghost) is to stop breathing. 

Abraham was buricd by Isaac and Ishmael in the 
cave of Machpelah next to his dead wife, Sarah. 

Since the Bible is now set to confine itself to the 
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descendants of Isaac, Ishmael is quickly taken care 
of by a listing of his sons and a statement concerning 
his death at the age of 137. 

The descendants of Ishmael, like the descendants 
of Abraham through Keturah, are described as living 
cast and south of Palestine so that they may be con- 
sidered as including the Arabs, generally. For this 
reason, the Jews and early Christians sometimes 
called the Arabs “Ishmaelites,” or “Hagarenes” after 
Ishmacl’s mother. 

In 632 a.p., the Arabian prophet Mohammed in- 
troduced a new religion he called “Islam” (from an 
Arabic word meaning “submission,” by which 1s im- 
plied submission to God, of course). This religion 
was strongly influenced by Judaism, for there were 
a number of Jews living in the Arabian cities of the 
time who taught Mohammed much but who would 
not accept him as a prophet. 

The followers of Mohammed (“Mohammedans” 
or “Moslems,” the latter name meaning “those who 
made submission”) accepted the truth of the Bible, 
according to their own understanding and with the 
addition of various legends, and considered them- 
selves descendants of Abraham and Ishmael. 

For that reason, the Arabs revered the memory 
of Abraham and considered Hebron as one of their 
holy citics. They built a place of worship (called a 
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“mosque” by the Arabs from an Arabic word mean- 
ing “to bow down’) over the traditional location of 
the cave of Machpelah, where Abraham was buried. 

Hebron has been in Mohammedan hands for over 
1300 years now. It is in the portion of Palestine which 
is not included in the Republic of Israel, but which 
has been joined instead with the region to the cast of 
Jordan. 

This castern section was freed from Turkish rule 
in 1921 and was named Transjordan (“across the 
Jordan”). In 1949, when Transjordan annexed parts 
of Palestine to the west of the river, its name be- 
came simply Jordan. 

The modern Arabic name of Hebron is El Khalil, 
meaning “the friend.” This is a reference to Abra- 
ham. 

Abraham and Ishmael are popular names among the 
Moslems, though they are then spelled (in the Latin 
alphabet) Ibrahim and Ismail. Since Islam con- 
quered vast territories in Asia and Africa (and even 
in sections of Europe) during the Middle Ages, those 
names have been spread far and wide. 

The most famous recent Ibrahim was Ibrahim 
Pasha, an Egyptian general who fought against the 
Turks in the 1830’s and won a number of victories. 
His son was Ismail Pasha, who ruled Egypt at the 
time the Suez Canal project was begun. 
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A much earlier Ismail, who lived a century after 
Mohammed, formed the basis about which a special 
sect of Moslems, called the “Ismailians” have or- 
ganized themselves. 


While Abraham was still alive, however, Isaac and 
Rebekah had twin sons, Esau and Jacob, with Esau 
the older by a few minutes. 

The name Jacob is interesting because of the 
changes it has undergone in the various languages; and 
since I have just been discussing names, this will be 
a good place to mention a bit more on the subject. 

The most common first names among the English- 
speaking people come from three sources: (1) ancient 
Greece and Rome, (2) the early Teutons, and (3) 
the Bible. From ancient Greece we have names like 
Jason, Philip, Alexander, Helen, Doris, and 
Daphne. From ancient Rome there are Mark, Julius, 
Horace, Cornclia, Sylvia, and Diana. From Teutonic 
sources there are Harold, William, Edward, Ger- 
trude, Emma, and Charlotte. 

After Christianity was adopted by the Grecks 
and Romans, and later by the Germanic peoples as 
well, there was a natural tendency to adopt namcs 
from the Bible, particularly names that were promi- 
nent in the New Testament. Examples are Andrew, 
Thomas, John, Mary, Martha, Elizabeth, and so on. 
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Names from the Old Testament were used by the 
Jews themselves and so were less often used by the 
carly Christians, who wanted to stress the difference 
between themselves and the Jews. 

In the 1500's, however, along came the Protestants. 
They usually had the feeling they were returning to 
an older and purer form of Christianity and increased 
the importance of the Bible, particularly of the Old 
Testament. For that reason there was a rash of Old 
Testament names among the Puritans, for instance, 
and these were also quite common in country arcas 
of the United States during the 1800's. (Such Old 
Testament names grew steadily less popular during 
the 1900’s, even among the Jews themselves in Amer- 
ica.) 

I will give you a few examples of famous English 
and American non-Jews with first names taken from 
the Biblical personalities I have already mentioned 
in this book. 

There was a Scottish economist named Adam 
Smith, who published a book called The Wealth of 
Nations in 1776. This started a new philosophy of 
economy called Jaissez faire which means, roughly 
translated, “hands off” and held that government 
should keep hands off business. 

Then there was Seth Low, who was mayor of 
Brooklyn in the 1880's and president of Columbia 
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University in the 1890's. After Manhattan (the orig- 
inal New York City) and surrounding towns had 
been joined to form Greater New York, he became 
mayor of New York from 1901 to 1903. 

The American writer Noah Webster was the first 
to treat the Amcrican version of English as something 
worth particular attention. He put out very popular 
spelling books and in 1806 published the first Ameri- 
can dictionary. This has become, today, the famous 
Webster's New International Dictionary. 

IT have already mentioned Abraham Lincoln. 
Equaling him in fame is Isaac Newton, the man who 
discovered the law of universal gravitation in 1683 
and whom many consider to have been the greatest 
scientist of all times. 

Nevertheless, more popular than any of these is 
Jacob. This may surprise you because you may think 
of Jacob as being a name that is almost entirely con- 
fined to Jews. In fact, “Jake” is sometimes used by 
Gentiles as a rough-and-ready name for any Jew — 
and often it is not meant in a kindly way, cither. And 
though a few non-Jews bear the name itself (as John 
Jacob Astor, for instance), many a non-Jew bears the 
name in another form without knowing it. Jacob is, 
in Latin, Jacobus. In French, this became Jacques 
and in English, Jack. 


In France, the name Jacques became so common, 
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especially among the lower classes, that a common 
name for the French peasant was “Jacques Bon- 
homme” (which has the meaning, roughly translated, 
of “Farmer Jack’’). In addition, the peasant’s short 
coat was Called a jaquette and this is spelled “jacket” 
by us. In 1358, during the hardships of the Hundred 
Years’ War, the French peasants rose in wild and 
hopeless rebellion. This was called a Jacquerie from 
the peasants’ nickname and ever since then any 
peasant uprising has been called that. 

The name received another connection with re- 
bellion among the French, by a more roundabout 
route. When the Dominicans (an order of monks 
founded in 1215 by a Spanish priest named Dominic) 
were first established in Paris they were given a place 
near the church of St. Jacques. From the Latin 
version of the saint’s name, Jacobus, the Dominicans 
came to be called “Jacobins” as a kind of nickname. 

Many years later, during the French Revolution, 
a group of politicians held conferences in an old 
building that had once been a Jacobin convent. This 
group, which consisted of radical Republicans who 
believed in drastic measures against the King and 
aristocrats, called themselves the Society of Friends 
of the Constitution. Their enemies, however, called 
them Jacobins in sarcasm, because they were anything 
but monks. That name stuck. 
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From September 1792 to August 1794, the Jaco- 
bins were in control of France. They executed the 
King and many aristocrats and the period is known 
as the Reign of Terror. For years afterward, the 
word Jacobin, which ‘could be traced all the way 
down from an Old Testament personality, through a 
Christian saint, and then through a group of monks, 
came to mean a violent radical in politics. (The word 
has now dropped out of use because “communist,” 
“anarchist,” and words of that sort have taken its 
place.) 

It is not as “Jack,” however, that the name Jacob 
has become most popular among English-speaking 
people. Although Jack is much used, it is usually 
considered a nickname and a popular form of John 
(which is actually a different name altogether). 
However, Jacob took another form in French in ad- 
dition to Jacques and that form has come down in 
English as “James.” 

For instance, there are three prominent individuals 
in the New Testament named James. Two of these 
are among the twelve apostles and a third is listed 
among the brothers of Jesus. Every one of those 
was known in his own time as Jacob. It is only in 
English translation that it comes out as James. 

Thus, all people who are named James, including 
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five presidents of the United States, bear names that 
are a version of Jacob. 

This shows up whenever the Latin language must 
be used. For instance, James I of England, who ruled 
from 1603 to 1625 (and was the son of Mary, Queen 
of Scots), signed his name officially as “Jacobus Rex.” 
A gold coin issued in his reign was called a “jacobus” 
and the period of English history during which he 
ruled is often referred to as “Jacobean” in connec- 
tion with its literature, its style of furniture, and so 
on. 

From 1685 to 1688, England was ruled by James 
II, agrandson of James I. He was deposed and exiled, 
bur lived on to 1701, never abandoning his claim to 
the throne. This claim was carried on till 1766 by his 
son, who called himself James III. During this ume, 
there was a certain amount of support for their 
claims within England and, particularly, within Scot- 
land, where the family of James I had originated. 
The supporters of James II and James III were com- 
monly called “Jacobites.” 

In Spanish, one of the names into which Jacob 
has been converted is “Diego.” This was so common 
that some Americans took to calling Spaniards and 
other south Europeans by an insulting corruption of 
that name, “dago.” Another Spanish version is 
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“Jago,” which means that Shakespeare’s most evil 
villain has a name stemming from Jacob. In Spanish, 
Saint James (Spain’s patron saint) is “Santiago” and 
this has become a popular name for cities in Spanish- 
speaking nations. The largest of these, with a popu- 
lation of nearly a million, is Santiago, the capital of 
Chile. 


But let’s get back to Isaac and his sons. Once 
again, there is a winnowing out. First, Abraham and 
Lot, uncle and nephew, separate and God's choice 
is Abraham. Then Abraham’s sons by different 
mothers, Isaac and Ishmael, are separated and the 
choice falls upon Isaac. Now matters are even finer, 
for the choice must be between Isaac’s twin sons. 

The two brothers are of completely different char- 
‘acters. Esau is a hunter and man of action, who 
brings fresh meat to his father, Isaac, and is therefore 
Isaac’s favorite. Jacob, on the other hand, is a quiet 
homebody, a man of thought rather than action, and 
he is Rebekah’s favorite. 

They come quickly into conflict: 


25:29. And Jacob sod pottage: and Esau 
came from the field, and he was faint. 


Now “sod” is the past tense of “secthe,” an old- 
fashioned word meaning “to boil.” In fact, both the 
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Revised Standard Version and the Douay Version 
state that Jacob was “boiling pottage.” Pottage con- 
sists of vegetables (in this casc, as described a few 
verses later, lentils) cooked in a pot. Consequently, 
what Jacob was doing was making lentil soup. 


25:30. And Esau said to Jacob, Feed me, | 
pray thee, with that same red pottage... 
therefore was his name called Edom. 


This is a rather farfetched way of accounting for 
Esau’s alternate name of Edom, which in Hebrew 
means “red.” Under that name Esau is the epony- 
mous ancestor of the Edomites, who lived in the des- 
ert area south of the Dead Sea. The name “red” ts 
here said to be obtained from the red pottage. How- 
ever, the land of Edom was made up mostly of red- 
dish rock. Its capital, Scla, was known in Roman 
times as Petra. The buildings and temples of Petra 
were carved out of reddish stone, and it was immor- 
talized in a famous line by the English poet Burgon 
as ‘a rose-red city half as old as time.” 
The story continues: 


25:31. And Jacob said, Sell me this day thy 
birthright. 

25:32, And Esau said, Bebold, 1 am at the 
point to die: and what profit shall this birth- 
right do to me? 
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A birthright is anything to which a person is cn- 
titled just by the manner of his birth. A king's oldest 
son becomes king on his father’s death as a matter of 
birthright. In the same way, Esau, as Isaac’s older 
son, even though by only a few minutes, stood to in- 
herit the major portion of Isaac’s property and, what 
was more important in the Biblical story, to inherit 
Isaac’s special relationship to God. 

It doesn’t seem exactly right that Jacob should 
take advantage of Esau’s hunger to bargain him out 
of his birthright. On the other hand, Esau seems 
to have behaved badly, too. Apparently, he con- 
sidered the special relationship with God, which he 
stood to inherit, wasn’t of much practical use as com- 
pared with a quick meal, and he was willing to let 
Jacob have it. It wasn’t likely that he was really “‘at 
the point to dic”; he might easily have held out a 
little longer and prepared his own meal or had some- 
onc else prepare it. However, he did not. 

This story has given rise to the common saying “to 
sell one’s birthright for a mess of pottage,” which 
means to give up something of important long-range 
value for something trivial which can yield quick 
results, 

The term “mess of pottage” doesn’t appear in the 
Biblical version of the incident. The word “mess” 
is now most commonly used to mean a disagreeable 
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hodgepodge and that makes the expression seem even 
stronger, but actually, the earlicr meaning of the word 
is simply “a portion of food.” We still speak of the 
“mess hall” in the Army and the “soldier’s mess” 
(though when I was in the Army it seemed, at times, 
to be a mess in both senses). 

Isaac is not so prominent in the Bible as either 
Abraham, his father, or Jacob, his son, and the 26th 
chapter of Genesis is the only one that is given over 
entirely to him. In it his stay in Gerar among the 
“Philistines” (again the anachronism) is described, 
butit is only a repetition of the adventure of Abraham 
earlier. Abimelech almost takes Rebekah into his 
harem but, at the last minute, doesn’t. 

The chapter ends with the description of how Esau 
made matters worse by marrying outside the clan: 


26:34. And Esau was forty years old when 
he took to wife Judith the daughter of Beeri 
the Hittite, and Bashemath the daughter of 
Elon the Hittite: 

26:35. Which were a grief of mind unto 
Isaac and to Rebekah, 


AsI explained earlier in the chapter, a mother froma 
strange group with different traditions is almost cer- 
tain to raise children according to her own ways and 
not the father’s. 
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Because of these verses, the phrase “daughters of 
Heth” (that is, Hittite women) is sometimes used to 


mean any alicn women. 
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Now THE story turns definitely to Jacob, and the 
manner in which he, and not Esau, fell heir to the 
covenant. Twice, Esau had done wrong, first, in 
selling his birthright and, second, in marrying outside 
his clan. Still, he had not yet lost entirely, for Isaac 
had not formally indicated which son was to inherit. 

However, Isaac had gone blind with age and feared 
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he might be about to die. For that reason, he felt 
he ought to give his formal blessing (in modern 
times, we would think of it as making his will). Con- 
sequently, he asked Esau, the hunter, to catch deer 
and prepare a dish of venison for him, after eating 
of which, he would bless Esau. 

Rebekah overheard this and at once saw a chance 
to obtain the blessing for her own favorite, Jacob. 
She suggested that she prepare a dish of kid meat 
which Jacob would bring Isaac. Jacob was reluc- 
tant, feeling that Isaac would catch on to the deceit 
and curse him. Rebekah urged him on, however, and 
in order to cnable Jacob to pass for Esau (since Esau 
was hairy and Jacob was not), she placed strips of 
hairy kidskin on his hands and neck. 

When Jacob brought the dish, Isaac was suspicious 
because there hadn’t seemed time to catch the deer. 
Furthermore, the voice did not sound right. Isaac 
asked to feel the man’s hands: 


27:22. And Jacob went near unto Isaac his 
father; and he felt him, and said, The voice is 
Jacob’s voice, but the bands are the hands of 
Esau. 


This has become a common saying now, to express 
the hypocrisy of a person who says one thing and 
does another. 
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Isaac ate the meat and blessed Jacob. Part of the 
blessing went as follows: 


27:29. Let people serve thee, and nations 
bow down to thee: be lord over thy brethren, 
and let thy mother’s sons bow down to thee... 


Isaac was thus saying that in the future the descend- 
ants of Jacob would conquer the descendants of Esau 
(rather than vice versa, which was what he thought 
he was saying). 

This was indeed an expression of what happened 
later in history. When the Israelites (the descendants 
of Abraham and Isaac through Jacob) invaded Canaan 
about 1200 s.c., they found the Edomites (the 
descendants of Abraham and Isaac through Esau) al- 
ready on the spot. Esau was, after all, the elder 
brother. Furthermore, the Israclites and Edomites 


were enemies from the start and continucd so 


throughout their mutual history, as though reflecting 
the original enmity of Jacob and Esau. _ 

Under David, the Israelites conquered Edom and 
ruled over the Edomites for over two hundred years, 
thus bearing out the words of Isaac’s blessing. 

With the blessing safely obtained, Jacob left. 
Shortly after came Esau with his own meat. Now 
Isaac saw through the deccit but it was too late. His 
blessing had been given and could not be withdrawn. 
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Yet Esau pleaded for something and Isaac did his 
best: 


27:40, And by the sword shalt thou live, 
and shalt serve thy brother; and it shall come 
to pass when thou shalt have the dominion, 
that thou shalt break bis yoke from off thy 
neck. 


In other words, Edomites would break free every 
chance they got, and this, too, was what actually 
happened. In 849 B.c., Edom revolted successfully 
and remained independent for fifty years, before be- 
ing reconquered. Moreover, once Nebuchadrezzar 
destroyed Jerusalem and carried the Jews into exile, 
the Edomites were freed of Jewish overlordship for 
a second time. Under the pressure of Arabic attacks 
from the south, they moved into the southern por- 
tions of what had been the Jewish kingdom and 
established themselves in the neighborhood of He- 
bron, the old city of Abraham. 

By the Greeks and Romans this southern section 
of Judea was therefore called “Tdumaea,” a name 
which derives from “Edom.” 

The Jews were restored to Jerusalem by the Per- 
sians about 520 n.c. and for some centuries lived 
side by side with the Edomites, or “Tdumaeans,” in 
continual enmity. As long as the Persians ruled 
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both, however, nothing could be done by either side. 
After the Persian Empire was overthrown, about 
330 s.c., the Greeks under the successors of Alex- 
ander the Great ruled both, and still nothing could 
be done. 

However, in 167 B.c., the Jews revolted against the 
Greeks and, under the Maccabees, won their in- 
dependence once more. Quickly, they attacked 
Idumaca, conquered and forced the Idumacans to ac- 
cept Judaism. This was the final defeat of the de- 
scendants of Esau, and Isaac’s blessing to Jacob was 
fulfilled. 

But Isaac’s blessing to Esau still stood also, and the 
descendants of Esau had one last stroke Jeft them. 
Rome brought an end to the Maccabean kingdom in 
63 B.c. and made Judea a Roman province. The Ro- 
mans governed it for a century thereafter through a 
family of whom the most important was Herod the 
Great, who reigned from 37 to 4 B.c. 

Flerod was of Idumacan descent and that was one 
of the reasons why the Jews always resented his rule, 
although he was a capable man who kept the land 
at peace and did his best to win his subjects over by 
beautifying their temple, and so on. The enmity be- 
tween Jacob and Esau thus remained to the very end 
under the descendants of Herod. Finally, the Romans 
destroyed Jerusalem in 70 A.D., the Idumaeans were 
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heard of no more, and the Jews went into permanent 
dispersion. 


But, to get back to Jacob himself, the immediate 
consequence of his deceit was that [sau determined 
to kill the deceiver once Isaac was dead. At once, 
Rebekah, who heard of this, too, urged Jacob to leave 
home. She talked Isaac into sending Jacob to the city 
of Haran, to her brother Laban. In this way, he 
would not only be safe from Esau he would also have 
the opportunity to find a wife who was a descendant 
of Terah. 

On his way to Haran, Jacob had a vision: 


28:11. And he lighted upon a certain place, 
and tarried there all night, because the sun was 
set; and be took of the stones of that place, 
and put them for bis pillows, and lay down in 
that place to sleep. 

28:12. And be dreamed, and behold a lad- 
der set up on the earth, and the top of it 
reached to heaven: and behold the angels of 
God ascending and descending on it. 


God then appeared above the ladder and repeated 
the promise of giving the land to the descendants of 
Jacob. The covenant made with Abraham and Isaac 


- —<_—_—— 
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was thus renewed with Jacob, and Isaac’s blessing 
-wasconfirmed, 

This is an impressive passage in the Bible but it 
Was made use of in a way not so impressive, for 
“Jacob’s ladder” became a slang term for any rickety 
flight of steps. 

A stranger flight of fancy concerning this story 
has to do with the coronation of kings of Scotland. 
This was done at a place called Scone, about 35 miles 
north of Edinburgh. The man who was to become 
king sat on a large stone in a ritual that dated back 
to primitive days. The stone was called the Stone of 
Scone. 

In 1296, Edward I of England captured it in his 
Scottish campaigns and brought it back as a trophy 
to London. It is in Westminster Abbey now and is 
placed under the throne on which the English kings 
(who have claimed to be kings of Scotland ever since 
Edward I, and have actually been kings of Scotland 
since James I) are crowned. 

In order to prove the sanctity of the stone and to 
show that it wasn’t a hang-over from heathen days 
(which, of course, it was) the rumor was put out 
that it was the authentic stone on which Jacob had 
slept when he had had his vision. Ic is therefore 
sometimes called Jacob’s Stone. 
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Jacob himself was greatly impressed and overawed 
at the vision. Upon awakening, he set up the stone 
upon which he had slept and poured oil on it as a 
sign that he was dedicating it to God. | 


28:19, And he called the name of that place 
Bethel... 


In Hebrew, “Bethel” means “house of God” and 
Jacob says this specifically: 


28:22. And this stone, which 1] bave set for 
a pillar, shall be God’s house ... 


Jewish tradition made this the reason why the town 
‘of Bethel, eleven miles north of Jerusalem, was con- 
sidered holy in later years. In addition to Jacob's 
experience, there is the description in the twelfth 
book of Genesis of Abraham passing near the area 
in this first passage southward through Canaan. Later 
on, the prophets Elijah and Elisha lived in Bethel for 
a ume. 

For a period, however, Bethel became a symbol of 
disgrace, rather than holiness, to the Jews. When 
the kingdom of David and Solomon broke in two, 
Bethel became part of the northern half, while Jeru- 
salem remained as capital of the southern half. 

The northerners considered Bethel the most holy 
town in their part and set up religious rites there, 
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which the southerners considered improper and idola- 
trous. Eventually, after the destruction of the north- 
ern kingdom by the Assyrians, a reforming king of 
the southern kingdom, Josiah, destroyed all traces of 
idolatry at Bethel. 

Bethel, because of its meaning, has retained a spe- 
cial place in the language. A place of worship is 
often called a “House of God” after all, and in Eng- 
Jand, chapels for certain Protestant sects, and espe- 


cially places of worship for seamen, are sometimes 
called “bethels.” 


Reaching Haran, Jacob found that Laban had two 
daughters, Leah and Rachel. Eventually, Jacob mar- 
ried both, taking with cach one a personal maid who 
served as a subsidiary wife. Leah’s maid was named 
‘Zilpah and Rachel's was Bilhah., 

By these four wives, Jacob had a total of twelve 
‘sons, of whom eleven were born during the time he 
remained in Laban’s house. With Jacob, the process 
‘of selecting among the descendants of Terah was 
ended, and all twelve together, with their descend- 
ants, were considered to have inherited the covenant 
with God. In fact, the later Jews considered them- 
‘sclves as members of one or another of twelve family 
groups, each of which was descended from one or 
another of Jacob’s sons. Those sons, in other words, 
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were the eponymous ancestors of the various Jewish 
clans. When the descendants of Jacob conquered 
Canaan, that land was divided into districts named 
after Jacob’s sons. 

The list of those sons is as follows: 

First, Leah had four children, Reuben, Simeon, 
Levi, and Judah. Then Bilhah gave birth to Dan and 
Naphtali. Then Zilpah gave birth to Gad and Asher. 
After that, it was Leah’s turn again and she bore 
Issachar and Zebulun (as well as a daughter named 
Dinah). , 

In all this time, Rachel had had no children despite 
the fact that, of the four, she was the one whom Jacob 
truly loved. It was only after ten sons were born 
that Rachel finally had a child, an eleventh son named 
Joseph. 


For the most part, these sons of Jacob are shadowy 
figures in the Bible, existing in a group, but not ap- 
pearing as individuals. Of the eleven mentioned, only 
three play important parts in their own persons and 
these are Reuben, Judah, and Joseph. It seems fitting 
that these three names leave the clearest traces in the 
language. 

In the days when Old Testament names were pop- 
ular among countryfolk, Reuben was one of the 
favorites, It was so common, in fact, and seemed so 
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queer to the cityfolk, that a “reuben” became a 
slang word for an unsophisticated countryman. This 
has been shortened to “rube” and that is still used, 
in an insulting way, to mean a vokcel or bumpkin. 

When circuses and carnivals toured the country- 
side, it was common to take advantage of the unsus- 
pecting farmers in a variety of small, cheating ways. 
Occasionally, the farmers, who might be inexperi- 
enced and not worldly-wise, but who were intelli- 
gent enough, caught on, and there would be a fight. 
The carnival man who had to meet the sudden on- 
slaught would raise the cry “Hey, rube,” meaning 
that the “rubes” were becoming violent, and the other 
carnival men would gather in self-defense. “Hey, 
rube” is still the common rallying cry among show 
people whenever rioting threatens. 


The name of Judah lingers on in a more important 
way. When the Hebrews invaded Canaan, the de- 
scendants of Judah were assigned a large tract in the 
south and became the most powerful group in the 
southern half of the land. David, who was the most 
capable and powerful of the rulers of the land, was 
himself one of the descendants of Judah. Under him 
and under his son Solomon, Judah might be said to 
have ruled all the descendants of Jacob. 

However, when Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, 
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came to the throne, the northern groups revolted 
against the overlordship of Judah, broke away and 
became independent. Less than half the kingdom re- 
mained to the descendants of David, and this half 
consisted mostly of Judah itself. From the time of 
Rehoboam on, that part of the kingdom was called 
Judah. 

The kingdom of Judah lasted from 933 B.c., the 
time of the successful northern rebellion, to 586 B.c., 
the time of its destruction by Nebuchadrezzar, a 
period of three and a half centurics. 

After over four centurics of domination by the 
Babylonians, Persians, and Greeks, the pcople of 
Judah regained their independence once more (from 
168 B.C. to 63 B.c.) under the leadership of a family 
known to us as the Maccabees. Two books giving the 
account of the rebellion that led to this independence, 
1 Maccabees and 2 Maccabees, are included in the 
Apocrypha by the Jews and Protestants. The Catho- 
lics, however, consider them canonical and include 
them as the last nwo books of the Old Testament in 
the Douay Version, with the spelling “Machabees.” 

The books of the Maccabees have come down to 
us in Greck and in the English translation, the king- 
dom of Judah is spelled Judea, which is closer to the 
Greek version of the name. Throughout the Greck 
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and Roman period the land is called “Judea”’ and the 
people “Judeans,” 

The word “Jew” is a shortened form of “Judean” 
(reaching English via the French) with the relation- 
ship obscured by the loss of the d. The religion of 
the Jews is, however, “Judaism,” where the name 
of Jacob’s fourth son shows plainly. 

The ancient and traditional language of the Jews 
is sull called “Hebrew” but there is a language now 
that is often referred to as “Jewish.” ‘This is the 
German dialect picked up by the Jews in central 
Europe during the Middle Ages. This was carried 
eastward by them when they migrated into Poland, 
Romania, and Russia. It was then carried westward 
again when they entered England and the United 
States, This German dialect, which has picked up a 
fair sprinkling of Slavic words in cast Europe, then, 
on top of that, another sprinkling of English words 
in Amcrica, is also called “Yiddish.” ‘This is a version 
of the German word for “Jewish.” 

The name Judah was popular among the Jews of 
the Greek and Roman period and was made more 
popular still by the fact that the hero of the rebellion 
against the Grecks was named Judah. Because of 
his hammerlike blows against the enemy, he was 
called “Judah, the Hammerer.” In Greek, “Judah” 
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adds a final s, and the English version of the name 
becomes “Judas.” (Most Greek names cnd with 5, 
as I said in Chapter 2, and when the Greeks came 
across any foreign name that did not, they often put 
an sat the end of it so that it would seem more natural 
ro themselves as a name.) “The Hammerer,” in 
Greck, is ““Maccabeus,” and so the hero of the re- 
bellion was “Judas Maccabeus” and from that is de- 
rived our version of the family name “Maccabees.” 

In the New Testament, there are a number of 
characters named Judah, spelled always in the Greek 
form of Judas. These include one of the brothers of 
Jesus and, according to the list in the Gospel of 
Luke, two of the twelve apostles. Because one of 
the apostles, Judas Iscariot, betrayed Jesus, the name 
Judas (but not Judah) has come to mean “a traitor.” 

Another form of the name is “Jude” and a short 
epistle written by someone of that name is included 
among the books of the New Testament. 

A feminine version of the name is “Judith.” A 
woman named Judith is the heroine of one of the 
books of the Apocrypha known as “the book of 
Judith.” It is considered canonical by the Catholics 
and is included in the Douay Version. The book tells 
of the siege of the Jewish city of Bethulia by Holo- 
fernes, a general of Nebuchadrezzar, and the manner 
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in which Judith, by trickery, manages to kill the gen- 
cral and save the city. 


Far and away the most popular of the names of 
Jacob’s sons in the modern world is, however, Joseph. 
So popular is it that one might jestingly suppose it to 
be the name of any American taken at Fandom, so that 
you can address a stranger as “Say, Joe... ’ or speak 
of soldiers generally as “GI Joe.” 

It is popular in other languages as well, taking up 
forms we may not always associate with “Joseph.” 
In Spanish, it is José, for instance, and in Italian, it 
is Giuseppe. There are also feminine versions, such 
as Josepha and Josephine. 

In the Greek, “Joseph” adds a final s and becomes 
“Joses.” The New Testament contains individuals 
with names of both forms. There is Joseph of Arima- 
thea, who arranged to bury Jesus after the cruci- 
fixion. And, on the other hand, one of the brothers 
of Jesus is listed as Joses. 

The Latin version of the name is Josephus (the 
common Latin ending for a name is “-us” and I have 
already mentioned the case of “Jacob” becoming 
“Jacobus” in Latin). This spelling has been made 
famous by one man, Joseph ben Matthias, a Jewish 
gencral who fought in the rebellion against Rome 
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(67-70 a.p.) during which Jerusalem was destroyed. 
He was captured by the Romans, was well created, 
and took the Roman name of Flavius Josephus. 

Under that name, he wrote a history called An- 
tiquities of the Jews,’ most of which was a version 
of the Bible. He also wrote a history of the Jewish 
rebellion. Next to the Bible itself, Josephus is our 
best authority on the early history of the Jews. 

Of the remaining names I have so far mentioned, 
“Simeon” occurs in the New Testament as the name 
of a pious old man who recognizes the special na- 
ture of the infant Jesus. It occurs more commonly, 
however, in the simpler form Simon. The name of 
the apostle Peter, for instance, is actually Simon. 
Peter, which is the Greek word for “rock,” is only 
his nickname. He is Simon Peter or “Simon, the 
Rock.” 

Another Simon of the New Testament is men- 
tioned in the book of Acts. He was supposed to be 
skilled at sorcery and so came to be referred to as 
Simon Magus (Simon, the Magician”) by the early 
Christians. He offered to buy from the apostles the 
power of giving spiritual benefits. This was indig- 
nantly refused him and ever since the buying or sell- 
ing of positions in a religious body has been called 
“simony.” 

“Levi comes down to us chiefly because, in 
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later Jewish history, it was felt that pricsts could 
only be selected from among certain of his descend- 
ants, The term “Levite” has therefore come to mean 
a pricst. The third book of the Bible, which deals 
chiefly with instructions as to the rituals that priests 
must perform, is Leviticus, The surname Levy has 
become widespread among Jews because of this con- 
nection with the priesthood, as was truc of the sur- 
name Cohen. 

Dan is chiefly notable in that his descendants 
founded a city in the far north of Canaan, which 
they called after the name of their ancestor. This 
was the other half of the phrase “from Dan to Beer- 
sheba” which I mentioned carlier in the book. 

The name sounds as though it were common among 
us moderns. Actually, however, the numerous Dans 
we may come across are not usually names in them- 
selves, but are shortened forms of Daniel, which was 
the name of a prophet living in the time of the Baby- 
lonian exile. The name Dinah is a feminine form of 
Dan. 

There is nothing much to say about the remaining 
five names, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, and 


Zebulun. 


Chapters 29, 30, and 31 tell of Jacob’s life with 
Laban. Both men were shrewd, worldly-wise men, 
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but Jacob was the cleverer. Laban tried to cheat 
Jacob, but the latter neatly turned the tables on the 
former. In the end, after twenty years of labor, 
Jacob, who had come to Laban alone and penniless, 
found himself with a large family and much wealth. 
But now it was time to leave, for Jacob felt that 
Laban was growing to hate his son-in-law’s success. 
Without telling Laban, therefore, Jacob set forth 
on his way back to Canaan. He took with him his 
family and all he had earned, but in one respect, and 
without realizing it, he took more than his own. 


31:19. ... Rachel bad stolen the images that 
avere her father’s. 


The Hebrew word, translated here as “images,” is 
teraphim. These were family gods, common among 
superstitious primitive people. They were considered 
to be special spirits with the task of guarding the 
home in which they were placed. In the Revised 
Standard Version, in fact, the verse reads: “Rachel 
stole her father's household gods.” 

The Greek word for “image” is eidolon and from 
that comes our word “idol.” (The Douay Version 
says, “Rachel stole away her father’s idols.”) The 
worship of idols is “idolatry” and this is condemned 
in many places later in the Bible. The word is now 
used to represent any very great love, even where 
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the supernatural is not involved. For instance, a 
young man might say he “idolizes” a young lady in 
order to show how much he loves her. 

Another Greek word for “image” is eikon, and 
this is spelled “icon” in English. The images of the 
saints used in the Eastern Orthodox Church are called 
icons. Between 726 and 797 a.p. a series of emperors 
at Constantinople decided that the use of icons in 
the church was becoming too great. They felt the 
practice had become mere idolatry and should be 
forbidden. They started a program of destroying 
the icons and were known as the Iconoclast (“image- 
breaking”) Emperors. For this reason, anyone who 
destroys some cherished idea or belief is called an 
“iconoclast” today. 


But back to Jacob — Laban pursued his fleeing 
son-in-law and caught up with him. Rachel, how- 
ever, successfully hid the images and Jacob talked 
Laban into a peaceful separation. Now it remained 
to mect Esau, who, Jacob felt, might still be angry 
over what had taken place twenty years before. 

Jacob prepared gifts to mollify Esau and sent his 
family and herds across the river Jabbok into Canaan. 
He remained alone on the far side and there wrestled 
all through the night with someone in the shape of a 
man, whom Jacob considered to be an angel, or even 
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God Himself. Apparently, this event implied some 
new type of relationship with God and this deserved 
anew name. At the conclusion of the wrestling bout, 
the man speaks to Jacob: 


32:28. And he said, Thy name shall be 
called no more Jacob, but Israel: for as a 
prince bast thou power with God and with 
amen, and bast prevailed. 


Unlike the case of Jacob’s grandfather, the change 
in name is not complete. After Abram became Abra- 
ham, he was never referred to as Abram again. Jacob, 
however, is referred to as Jacob even after the change 
in name. 

Nevertheless, in one respect, the name Israel 1s ex- 
tremely important, for under that name, Jacob 1s 
the eponymous ancestor of all the Hebrews who later 
invaded Canaan. 

His descendants are frequently referred to in the 
Bible as “the children of Israel,” and we call them 
Israclites. Once, the Israelites occupied Canaan, that 
became known as “the land of Isracl,” or, simply, 
Isracl. 

When, in 933 3.c., the land of Israel split into nvo 
portions, the northern under Jeroboam I, the south- 
ern under Rehoboam (a grandson of David), the 
northern portion kept the name of Israel. The north- 
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ern kingdom of Israel lasted until 722 3.c., when 
Sargon II of Assyria destroyed its capital and carried 
off its people into slavery. For 2670 years after that 
there was no land called Israel on the face of the map. 

Even so, the name could not be forgotten, for it 
lived on in the Bible. And then, on May 15, 1948, 
when an independent Jewish state was founded in 
Palestine again, it once more took the ancient name 
of Isracl. An inhabitant of modern Israel is an “Ts- 
raeli.”’ 


With the gift of this new name, all went well at 
first. Jacob met Esau, who proved forgiving, and 
the two brothers came to an understanding. 


33:16. So Esau returned that day on his 
away unto Seir. 


Seir is the name of a mountain range extending from 
the southern tip of the Dead Sea southward to the 
Red Sea. It is included in the land later occupied by 
the Edomites, and Esau, the ancestor of the Edomites, 
already lived there. Seir is sometimes used (as it is 
here) asasynonym for Edom. 

As for Jacob, he and his family settled near 
Shechem, the place where his grandfather, Abraham, 
had once built an altar during his carly days in 
Canaan. 
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However, troubles come. The 34th chapter of 
Genesis describes warfare between the people of 
Shechem and the households of Simeon and Levi, two 
of the sons of Jacob. As a result, Jacob felt it wiser 
to leave the neighborhood and travel southward 
toward Hebron, where his father, Isaac, still lived. 

They passed through Bethel, where Jacob had an- 
other vision of God, and then, south of Bethel and 
just a little short of the town of Ephrath, they had 
to pause. Rachel, it seemed, was about to give birth 
to a second child. It‘proved to be a son and Jacob 
named him Benjamin. (This name has proven fairly 
popular in modern times. One example is the carly 
American scientist and statesman Benjamin Frank- 
lin. Another is the 23rd president of the United 
States, Benjamin Harrison.) Rachel, unfortunately, 
did not survive: 


35:19. And Rachel died, and was buried in 
the way to Ephrath, which is Bethlehem. 


Bethlehem, the later name of Ephrath, is mentioned 
here for the first time. It is a town, about seven miles 
south of Jerusalem, which was later considered holy 
by both Jews and Christians, for David was born 
there and so was Jesus. Bethlehem still exists and 
pilgrimages are made to the traditional place of Jesus’ 
birth every Christmas. 
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Towns in far-distant places of the world have been 
named for it. The largest of these is the Bethlehem in 
eastern Pennsylvania, which has a population seven 
times that of the Bethlehem in Palestine, and which 
is noted as a steel-manufacturing center. 

Bethlehem enters the [english language in a very 
odd way. In 1402 a.p., the hospital of St. Mary of 
Bethlehem in London began to be used as a lunatic 
asylum. It was notorious enough to give rise to the 
custom of calling a lunatic or a lunatic asylum a 
“bethlchem” in colloquial Janguage. Since “bethle- 
hem” is a clumsy word in English it got shortened 
first to “bethlem,” then to “bedlam.” 

In the days before modern programs of taking care 
of the mentally ill had been developed, a lunatic asy- 
lum was full of the wailing and shrieking of the mad. 
For that reason, “bedlam” has come to mean any 
scene of wild uproar. 

As if Rachel’s death weren’t enough, Reuben, who 
was Jacob’s eldest son, behaved improperly and 
ercatly offended his father. 

Finally, Jacob reached his father at Hebron and 
was in time to be at his side when Isaac died at the 
age of 180. Jacob and Esau met again for the last 
time to bury their father. 

With the death of Isaac, the Biblical story shifts 
its concentration to the children of Israc] and in 
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order to clear the way, there is a quick summary of 
matters pertaining to Esau. This is donc in the 36th 
chapter of Genesis, in the usual way, by listing 
Esau’s descendants. 

The most interesting of the descendants was one 
of the sons of Esau’s eldest son, Eliphaz: 


36:12. And Tinma... bare to Eliphaz 
Amialek... 


This grandson of Esau, Amalck, was the eponymous 
ancestor of the “Amalckites” who, when the Israelites 
invaded Canaan centuries later, were among the most 
bitter of their enemics. 

' Some of the descendants are given a title: 


36:15. These were dukes of the sons of 
Esau... 


“Duke” is from the Latin dux, meaning “leader.” 
Under the Roman Empire, it meant a military Icader, 
a man whom we might call a colonel or a general. 
During the Middle Ages, however, the title of 
“duke” became more and more important until it was 
applied to the most powerful noblemen. 

The use of the word “duke” in this chapter of 
Genesis has therefore become misleading and the 
Revised Standard Version says instead, “These arc 
the chiefs of the sons of Esau,” and uses the word 
“chicf” for “duke” throughout the chapter. 


OF ALL HIS sons, Jacob loved Joseph and Benjamin 
most. In the first place, they were the youngest, and 
secondly, they were the sons of his beloved Rachel. 
And it was Joseph, in particular, that was his favorite: 


37:3. Now Israel loved Joseph more than 
all his children, because he was the son of his 
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old age: and be made him a coat of many 
colors. 


For this reason, a colorful riding-cloak that was in 
fashion in the eighteenth century was called a 
‘Soseph,” while a:plant known as the amaranth, which 
has leaves that are green above and reddish purple 
below, is sometimes called the “Joseph’s-coat.” 
Nevertheless, although the phrase “a coat of many 
colors” is famous, it docs not seem to be an accurate 
translation. The Revised Standard Version has it: 
“and he made him a long robe with sleeves.” 

This sort of favoritism naturally made young 
Joseph (only a teen-ager at the time) vain, and his 
older brothers jealous. Joseph carried tales about 
his brothers to his father. He also had dreams that 
seemed to indicate he would rule over his brothers 
someday, and he was so foolish as to tell them about it. 

There came a time, then, when the older sons were 
in charge of pasturing the flocks at Shechem, a con- 
siderable distance from their home at Hebron. 
(Herds often have to be taken long distances in 
search of pasture in dry countrics.) Jacob sent Joseph 
after them to bring back any news of importance, 
and the older brothers saw Joseph approaching whilc 
he was yet at a distance. 
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37:19. And they said one to another, Be- 
hold, this dreamer cometh. 


In many carly cultures it was believed that dreams 
were sent by gods, you see, and might carry a mes- 
sage of future events. The second book of the /liad, 
for instance, deals with a lying dream sent to Aga- 
memnon by Zeus. The later Hebrews did not believe 
in such things and the prophets denounced magic 
cults that centered about dreams. 

Just the same, the Bible docs contain accounts of 
dreams that are recorded as truc visions of God or 
truce prophecies of the future. Jacob’s dream at Bethel 
is an example. So were Joseph’s dreams, in the view 
of the Biblical writers, though his brothers did not 
know that at the time. 

A “dreamer” among many primitive peoples was 
someone who might take herbs to bring about a rest- 
less sleep and then predict the future from the dreams 
he had. It was with reference to this that the brothers 
used the sarcastic term “dreamer” when they saw 
Joseph coming. Nowadays, “dreamer” is more likely 
to mean someone who is so full of fantasy and im- 
practical thoughts that he secms removed from the 


ordinary world. 
It occurred to the brothers, out of envy, that 
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they ought to kill him. However, Reuben refused 
to allow that, so Joseph was merely stripped of his 
coat (the sign of Jacob’s favoritism) and placed in 
a dry pit, while the brothers continued the argument. 


37:25. ... and, bebold, a company of Ish- 
meelites came from Gilead with their camels 
bearing spicery and balm and myth, going to 
carry it down to Egypt. 


Gilead is a mountainous region east of the Jordan 
River, noted for its trees and shrubs that exuded a 
gummy sap. (The Revised Standard Version has 
“sum” in place of “spicery” in this verse.) This sap 
is “balsam,” which is often shortened to “balm.” 
One of the uscs of such gums was in the preservation 
of dead bodies, which is why it was being carried to 
Egypt, for in that land bodies were carefully pre- 
served and made into mummies. We still use the ex- 
pression “embalm’” for such procedures. 

On the other hand, cool and pleasant ointments 
can also be made from these gummy products, and 
the word “balm” has come to mean anything that 1s 
soothing, even an occasional kind word. As for 
“myrrh,” that, too, is a kind of gum, noted for being 
bitter (the name.comes from a Hebrew word mean- 
ing “bittcr’”). It was uscd for incense and in per- 
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fumes. It is possible that the myrtle tree obtains its 
name from the word “myrrh.” 

When the Ishmaelites (spelled “Ishmeclites” in 
this verse for some rcason) came in sight, Judah sug- 
gested they sell Joseph to them as a slave. Thus they 
would be rid of their irritating younger brother with- 
out killing him. This was done. (In a later verse, the 
Ishmaelites are referred to as Midianites, but this is 
a minor matter. Whether they were descended from 
Abraham’s son Ishmael by Hagar, or through Abra- 
ham’s son Midian by Keturah, was probably of little 
concern to the later Jews. What was meant in either 
case was that they were of an Arabic clan.) 

The brothers dipped the coat of many colors into 
the blood of a kid and brought it to Jacob, pretending 
that this was evidence that Joseph must have been 
eaten by wild animals in the wilderness. Jacob was 
stricken with grief and would not be consoled. When 
his family tried to comfort him, he said: 


37:35. ... For] will go down into the grave 
UNtO MY SON MOUTNING. ... 


The word “grave”’ in this verse is a translation of the 
Hebrew word Sheol and in the Revised Standard 
Version it is left untranslated. Jacob says, “‘. . . I shall 
go down to Sheol...” 
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The word Sheol was applicd by the Hebrews to 
the underground land of the dead. The Jews did 
not make much of Shcol in carly days; it was vis- 
ualized merely as a place involving the absence of 
light and separation from God. 

Other cultures also had a belief in an underground 
region of the dead, perhaps because it was common 
to bury dead bodies underground. The old Norse 
legends had such a place, in charge of a goddess named 
Hel, and from this arises the English word “hell” as 
a synonym for Sheol. The word “hell” is used in 
many places in the Old Testament. The Greeks also 
imagined such a region, in charge of a god named 
Hades, and the word “Hades” is used for Sheol in 
the New Testament. 

Both the Norse and the Greeks thought of the un- 
derground region as at least partly a place of punish- 
ment for evil done on the earth. This picture grew 
sharper among the later Jews and the early Christians, 
who thought of hell, usually, as involving the burn- 
ing of sinners in cternal fires. “Hellfire” is used 
therefore for any violent punishment, sometimes even 
for the punishments one inflicts on oneself, as when 
we speak of the “hellfire of remorse.” 

About 1310, the Italian poet Dante Alighieri (usu- 
ally known simply as Dante) wrote a long poem 
about his visions of the afterlife. The first third de- 
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scribes his visit to all portions of hell and that scc- 
tion of the poem is entitled “Inferno.” This Italian 
word is derived from a Latin term meaning “lower” 
and has come to be used as still another synonym for 
the land of the dead. 

In “Inferno,” Dante describes horrible tortures 
very vividly, with hellfire only a very small part of it. 
This is the clearest picture of hell ever presented, 
and from this sort of picture come words like “‘hell- 
ish” and “infernal,” meaning anything of monstrous 
wickedness or evil. 

Just the same, the Hebrew Shcol had nothing of 
the torture chamber about it, and in later times the 
idea grew that there was an outer section on the 
border of hell, called Limbo (from a Latin word 
meaning ‘“border’’). Dante describes it as a shadowy 
place without punishment except for the absence of 
light and the separation from God, so that Limbo 
would seem to be exactly like the Hebrew concep- 
tion of Sheol. In the Douay Version, Jacob’s remark 
is translated, “I will go down to my son into hell...” 
but in the edition I am using, a footnote explains that 
what is really meant is Limbo. 


The story is interrupted in the 38th chapter of 
Genesis to recount a story involving the birth of 
several sons to Judah, including the twins Pharez 
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and Zarah. The importance of this to the later Jews 
was that the royal house of David was descended from 
Judah, and this chapter explained the origin of the 
various chief divisions of the clan. Thus, David is 
later recorded as being of the “Pharzite” branch of 
the family, a descendant of Pharez, in other words. 

With the 39th chapter, however, the story of 
Joseph is taken up again. 

The Ishmaclites or Midianites, whichever you 
choose to call them, having bought Joseph from his 
brothers, took him to Egypt and sold him to Potiphar, 
a captain of Pharaoh’s guard. Joseph showed him- 
sclf to be very capable and trustworthy so that he 
was gradually placed in more and more authority, 
until finally he was supervising the entire household. 

However, his misfortunes continued. Potiphar’s 
wife fell in love with the handsome Joseph and made 
advances to him. Joseph felt that his loyalty to his 
master came first and kept away from her. Potiphar’s 
wife, furious, falsely accused Joseph of having tried 
to make love to her and the cnraged Pouphar sent 
Joseph to prison. 

Because of this story, a person who resists tempta- 
tion by women is sometimes called “a Joseph.” On 
the other hand, a lying woman is a “Potiphar’s wife.” 

In prison, Joseph’s ability was again appreciated, 
and he received a position as a trustee. Two other 
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prisoners, former officials of Pharaoh, had dreams 
which puzzled them, and Joseph offered to interpret 
their meaning. One of them, Pharaoh’s butler, was 
released three days later and restored to office ex- 
actly as Joseph had predicted on hearing his dream. 
The other, Pharaoh’s baker, was hanged, again as 
Joseph had predicted. 
After that: 


41:1. ... it came to pass at the end of two 
full years, that Pharaoh dreamed... 


There is no telling which particular Pharaoh this one 
is. To find out we would first have to know exactly 
when Joseph was carried off to Egypt. In the early 
1600's, an archbishop of the Anglican Church, named 
James Ussher, worked out a scheme of dates, based 
on his study of the Bible, in which the creation was 
calculated as having taken place in 4004 B.c. Ussher’s 
dates are included in many editions of the Authorized 
Version, including the onc I am using. 

By Ussher’s calculations, Joseph was sold into 
Egypt in 1729 n.c. At this time, our old Egyptian 
records tell us, there were only weak Pharaohs in 
Egypt and their names are not recorded. 

In any case, Pharaoh, whoever he was, dreamed two 
dreams. In one of them seven Ican cows ate seven 
fat cows and yet remained Ican, and in the other, 
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seven thin ears of corn ate seven full cars and yet re- 
mained thin. 

None of Pharaoh’s wise men could explain the 
dream and then the butler remembered the young 
Hebrew prisoner who had explained his own dream 
two years before. He told Pharaoh about Joseph, 
and Joseph was brought out of prison and stood be- 
fore Pharaoh. 

He warned Pharaoh that the dreams meant that 
there would be seven years of plenty followed by 
seven years of famine. He went on to suggest that 
food during the good years be stored for use in the 
years of famine and Pharaoh made the young Hebrew 
his prime minister in charge of fulfilling this plan. 

Joseph became the most powerful and honored 
man in the kingdom, and even married into the Egyp- 
tian nobility: 


41:45. And Pharaoh ... gave him to wife 
Asenath the daughter of Potipherah priest of 
Off... « 


Some suggest that Potipherah and Potiphar are the 
same person and that Joseph’s old master now be- 
camc his father-in-law. 

On was an Egyptian city six miles northeast of 
modern Cairo. It had huge temples dedicated to 
Egypt’s sun-god and, in later times, it was therefore 
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known by the Greek name Heliopolis, or “City of 
the Sun.” 

There is an obelisk in Central Park in New York 
City, which is called Cleopatra’s Needle, although it 
was constructed thousands of years before Cleopatra’s 
time. It is called a “needle” because it is a tall, thin 
structure (like the Washington Monument, in fact, 
for that is a modern example of an obelisk). The 
word “obelisk” comes from a Greek term meaning 
“skewer” so that the official name, itself, had a necdle- 
like quality about it. In any case, this obelisk origi- 
nally stood in Heliopolis, so that New Yorkers have 
in their midst an actual reminder of the ancient city of 
Joseph’s wife. 

By this wife, Joseph had two sons in Egypt: 


41:51. And Joseph called the name of the 
firstborn Manasseb... 

41:52. And the name of the second called 
he Ephraim... 


This is one case where marriage with a foreign wife 
turned out well, for although Manassch and Ephraim 
are here described as being half Egyptian, each was 
the eponymous ancestor of a clan of Israelites. In 
fact, in later times, no division of the land of Israel 
bore the name of Joseph. Instead there was one di- 
vision known as Ephraim and another known as 
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Manassch. These are sometimes lumped together as 
the “Joseph clans.” 

This did not mean that there were thirteen divi- 
sions altogether, as you might think, since onc of 
Jacob’s sons, Joseph, gave rise to two clans. If the 
other eleven sons had given rise to a clan each, there 
would indced be thirteen divisions altogether. How- 
ever, the clan of Levi was reserved for the priesthood 
and did not take up a special segment of the land of 
Isracl. This meant the twelve divisions were named 
after ten of the sons of Jacob (excluding Levi and 
Joseph) and two of his grandsons (Manassch and 
Ephraim) for a total of twelve altogether. 

The Greek form of the name Manassch is Manas- 
ses. Onc of the last of the kings of Judah was named 
Manassch and he plays a role in the Bible under the 
Greek version of the name. He ruled from 692 to 
639 n.c. and was considered by the Biblical writers 
to have been a very wicked king, since he worshiped 
idols. He was captured by the Assyrians, according 
to the book of 2 Chronicles and while in prison re- 
pented of his sins and prayed to God for forgiveness. 
God heard his prayer. He was restored as king and 
after that lived a life of virtue. 

The prayer he is supposed to have uttered is con- 
tained in a single chapter of fifteen verses called the 
Prayer of Manasses. It is, however, to be found only 
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in the Apocrypha. Neither Jews, Catholics, nor 
Protestants consider it canonical. 


The famine, once it hit Egypt, struck in Canaan, 
too, but there no wise administrator had stored food. 
Jacob and his family were in trouble and it was neces- 
sary to buy food in near-by Egypt. For this purpose, 
Jacob sent his ten older sons, retaining the youngest, 
the onc remaining son of his dead wife Rachel: 


42:4. But Benjamin, Joseph's brother, Jacob 
sent not with bis brethren; for he said, Lest 
peradventure mischief befall him. 


It is for this reason that the pet child of a family, the 
parents’ favorite, is sometimes called “a Benjamin.” 

The term “brethren” by the way, is an old-fash- 
ioned plural form of “brother.” The Revised Stand- 
ard Version replaces it by the modern plural “broth- 
ers.’ Nevertheless, the tale of Joseph is almost 
always referred as “Joseph and his Brethren.” 

The ten sons of Jacob appeared before Joseph 
without, of course, recognizing him. Joseph did not 
reveal himself, but spoke through an interpreter, and 
asked after personal details on the pretense of believ- 
ing they were spies. The brothers told Joseph they 
had a younger brother at home and Joseph demanded 
at once that they bring Benjamin with them to prove 
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their honesty, and imprisoned Simeon as a hostage. 

However, he allowed them to buy food and then 
had the money they paid secretly placed in their 
sacks. When they found the moncy, the brothers 
were much troubled, for they felt they might be ac- 
cused of robbery. 

Jacob was angry at their return without Simcon 
and refused flatly to allow Benjamin to go back with 
them. However, the food supply was consumed and 
it was either return or starve; yet they could not re- 
turn without Benjamin. At long last, Jacob was per- 
suaded to allow Benjamin to go along and he insisted, 
moreover, that they take a double supply of money, 
returning the quantity for the first supply of food 
and using additional money for the second supply. 

When they appeared before Joseph once more, 
Simeon was released and all eleven brothers were 
feasted and honored. But Joseph could not help but 
show favoritism to his one full brother. 


43:34. And he took and sent messes unto 
them from before him: but Benjamin's mess 
avas five times so much as any of theirs... 


For this reason, “Benjamin’s mess” or “Benjamin’s 
lot” is a way of saying “the lion’s share.” 

But Joseph was not quite done repaying his broth- 
ers for their wicked deed of long ago. When they 


JoserH / 197 


left with the grain they had bought, all the money 
was again placed in the sacks. In addition, Joseph 
ordered that his own cup be secretly placed in the 
portion of the grain supply which was in Benjamin's 
charge. 

He then sent soldiers after them, accusing them of 
having returned evil for good. The brothers insisted 
on their innocence and agreed to be searched, saying 
that if any of them had stolen the cup, he should be 
executed. And it was found in Benjamin’s sacks. 

They were brought back before Joseph, and the 
brothers were in extreme misery, for how could they 
return to tell their father that Benjamin had been ex- 
ecuted? 

Judah, in one of the noblest passages in all literature, 
pleaded with Joseph, explaining that Jacob could not 
live without Benjamin and offering to remain behind 
as a slave in place of Benjamin. Thus the brother 
who had first suggested selling Joseph into slavery 
was willing to be a slave himself to save Joseph's 
brother. 

At that point Joseph, who had been having trouble 
keeping up the pretense from the very beginning, 
could contain himself no more. He broke down and 
revealed his identity. There was a grand reconcilia- 
tion and Joseph pointed out that good had resulted 
from the evil his brothers had planned, for he had 
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been sent into Egypt in advance in order that he 
might preserve lives during the famine. Now the rest 
of the family must come, too. For he said: 


45:10. And thou shalt dwell in the land of 
Goshen, and thou shalt be near unto me, thou, 
and thy children, and thy children’s children, 
and thy flocks, and thy herds, and all that thou 
hast. 


Exactly where Goshen was is not entirely certain. 
Most scholars suspect it was in northeastern Egypt 
just west of the present site of the Suez Canal. It 
would be the first part of Egypt that immigrants from 
Canaan would enter, so it would be a natural place 
to settle. Goshen was more fertile and a gencrally 
more comfortable place to live in than was Canaan, 
particularly during the time of the famine. Further- 
more, later on, when plagues afflicted Egypt, Goshen 
was spared. For these reasons, “Goshen” has come to 
mean a kind of Utopia, and “land of Goshen” is 
sometimes used as an exclamation by those who don’t 
like to say “Heavens!” 


All this was done and when Jacob, scarcely able 
to belicve his happiness, was brought to Egypt, Phar- 


aoh asked to see him. The old man stood before him 
and Pharaoh asked his age. 
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47:9. And Jacob said unto Pharaoh, The 
days of the years of my pilgrimage are an 
hundred and thirty years... 

The word “pilgrimage” is a translation of a Hebrew 
word meaning a “sojourning”; that is, a “temporary 
stay,” and the verse reads, “The days of the years of 
my sojourning” in the Revised Standard Version. 
What Jacob scems to imply is that life is only tem- 
porary at best, for only God lives forever. 

The use of the word “pilgrimage” implies some- 
thing else, however. It comes from a Latin word 
meaning “foreigner” so that it refers to anyone who 
travels abroad to a land in which he is a foreigner. 
The Pilgrims of American history, for instance, 
traveled from England, first to Holland, and then to 
the New World. 

During the Middle Ages, ordinary people rarely 
traveled except to visit some famous religious site 
—to go to Rome, for instance, or to Jerusalem, or 
to Mecca. A “pilgrimage” came to mean, therefore, 
a trip taken for religious purposes. 

Well, to use “pilgrimage” here shows that the 
later Jews and early Christians came to consider life 
as something more than just a temporary stay on 
earth. It was an exile in a foreign land, for man’s truc 
home was in Heaven. Life, they felt, was to be 
lived in such a way that you would be sure to return 
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at last to Heaven when the weary pilgrimage of life 
was OVCr. 

This way of interpreting life turned up in an al- 
legory published in 1678. (An allegory, from Greek 
words meaning “to speak otherwise,” is a story in 
which each character spoken of actually represents 
something other than what he seems to. A giant may 
represent the fecling of pride; a snake may represent 
treachery, and so on.) This allegory, perhaps the 
best ever written, was by an English preacher, John 
Bunyan, who was in jail at the time. Since it dealt 
with a progress of man toward the final goal of 
Heaven, it was entitled Pilgria’s Progress. 

And so Jacob and his children and grandchildren 
settle down: 


47:11. ...i the land of Egypt, in the best 
of the land, in the land of Rameses ... 


Here we have an anachronism. There were indeed a 
scrics of Pharaohs, twelve altogether, that bore the 
name Rameses or Ramses. (They are sometimes 
lumped together as the “Ramessides.”) The most 
famous and powerful of them was Rameses II, who 
ruled Egypt for 67 years, carrying on many wars 
and building many monuments. He probably won 
more fame abroad than any Pharaoh in Egypt’s long 
history so that it was reasonable to consider Egypt 
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(or just Goshen perhaps) as “the land of Rameses.” 

Although that might have meaning to the Jews 
who eventually put down the book of Genesis, it 
would not have had meaning to Joseph himself. The 
first Rameses did not become Pharaoh ull 1315 b.c., 
four hundred years after the time of Joseph, and 
Rameses II reigned, according to one system of dat- 
ing, from 1292 to 1225 B.c. 


But now it had come time for Jacob to die. He had 
been in Egypt seventeen years and he was 147 years 
old. He called Joseph to him and blessed him and his 
sons: 

48:5. And now thy two sons, Ephraim and 
Manasseh . . . as Reuben and Simeon, they 
shall be mine. 


This indicated, as I said before, that they were to be 
eponymous ancestors of clans in Israel, although they 
were grandsons and not sons of Jacob. He then called 
in his two grandsons that he might bless them per- 
sonally: 
48:14. And Israel stretched out bis right 

hand, and laid it upon Epbraim’s bead, who 

avas the younger, and bis left hand upon Ma- 

nasseb’s head, guiding his hands wittingly ... 


The right hand, which was the more honorable 


202 / wornps IN GENESIS 


should have been to the head of Manasseh, who was 
the older, but Jacob refused to change the position 
of his hands, for he foresaw that the younger son, 
Ephraim, would end as the more powerful clan. 
Thus he repeated what his father had done, in giving 
a younger son a supcrior blessing. 

Through much of Israel’s history, Ephraim was 
indeed the most powerful of the clans. Joshua, the 
successful general under whom the Israelites invaded 
and conquered Canaan, was an Ephraimite, and so 
was Jeroboam, under whom the northern part of the 
kingdom successfully revolted against the house of 
David. In fact, the northern kingdom of Israel was 
so much under the control of that most powerful of 
the northern clans that ic was sometimes called Eph- 
raim, just as the southern kingdom was called Judah. 

Manassch, while less prominent than Ephraim, con- 
tributed two heroes, Gideon and Jephthah, to the 
carly history of the Israelites in the days before a king 
was established over them. 


All the sons now gathered about Jacob’s bedside 
and he blessed each individually in terms that were 
supposed to foretell the furure of the descendants of 
each. 

He began in order of age, with Reuben: 
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49:3. Reuben, thou art my firstborn... 
49:4. Unstable as water, thou shalt not ex- 
4 Se 


As descendants of the oldest son, the clan of Reuben 
might have been expected to rule over the Israclites. 
It did not do so and the Bible blames that on the of- 
fense Reuben committed after the death of Rachel. 
In any case, the clan of Reuben plays no great part in 
Israclite history and peters out early, being absorbed 
by the stronger clan of Gad to the north and by the 
alicn Moabites to the south. 
Simeon and Levi come next: 


49:5. Simeon and Levi are brethren; instru- 
ments of cruelty are in their habitations. 

49:7. ...1 will divide them in Jacob, and 
scatter them in Israel. 


The anger here is against the war between these clans 
and the people of Shechem which forced Jacob to 
leave that neighborhood. Thus, the second and third 
sons lose their chance at ruling. 

The territory of Simeon was at the extreme south 
of Canaan and was early absorbed by the much 
stronger clan of Judah to its north. Neither Reuben 
nor Simeon contributed any particularly great men 
to Isracl’s early history. 
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From the clan of Levi were chosen the priests, but 
the clan itself had no settled territory. However, 
Moses, who led the Israclites out of Egypt, and his 
brother Aaron were Levites. 

It is the fourth son of Jacob, then, that inherits the 
kingship. 


49:8. Judab, thou art he whom thy brethren 
shall praise... thy father’s children shall bow 
down before thee. 

49:10. The sceptre shall not depart from 
Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, 
until Shiloh come... 


In line with this prophecy, David, who became king 
of Israc]l about 973 8.c., seven hundred years after 
the traditional date of Jacob’s death, was of the de- 
scendants of Judah. The line of David continued to 
rule over the kingdom of Israel and then of Judah 
for nearly four hundred years until the destruction 
of Jerusalem by Nebuchadrezzar. 

Now the prophecy says that the clan of Judah will 
rule “unul Shiloh come,” but what that means and 
who or what Shiloh is has never really been deter- 
mined. Perhaps it is a figure of speech meaning 
“forever,” but if so it has become garbled and we can- 
not make it out. 


There was a town named Shiloh in central Israel, 
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about thirty miles north of Jerusalem, which was an 
important religious center in Israel’s carly history. 
However, it was destroyed by the Philistines even 
before David became king; in other words before the 
sceptre even came to Judah. 

Some people have suggested that Shiloh might be 
a reference to Jesus. The Revised Standard Version 
has the verse read “until he comes to whom it be- 
longs” and the Douay Version reads “till he comes 
that is to be sent.” Scholars are by no means satis- 
fied with this possibility, but the theory has led to the 
word “Shiloh” being used in naming churches. That 
in turn has led to the word marking a bloody passage 
in Amcrican history. 

There was a Shiloh Church near the town of Pitts- 
burg Landing in southwestern Tennessee. On April 
6 and 7, 1862, a terrific battle was fought in that arca 
between Union soldiers under Grant and Confederate 
soldiers under Johnston, which ended in a very nar- 
row Union victory. This “Battle of Shiloh” was onc 
of the hardest fought of the Civil War. 

The next six sons — Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, 
Asher, and Naphtali — each have a verse or two that 
probably had meaning at the time they were written 
down. We can only guess as to what events in the 
carly days of Israel’s history they must refer. These 
were not among the major tribes, however. The 
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most important personality they produced was Sam- 
son, of the descendants of Dan, who was the Israelite 
“strong man” of numerous legends. 

But for Joseph, Jacob’s favorite son, there is the 
prediction of great prosperity and, in the end, the 
two groups of Ephraim and Manassch, together, werc 
even more powerful than Judah through most of Is- 
rael’s carly history. 


49:22. Joseph is a fruitful bough, even a 
fruitful bough by a well; whose branches run 
over the wall: 


Now most people take this to be a figure of speech 
indicating the growth of the descendants of Joseph. 
A tree, growing near a well, so that it has an ample 
water supply, will extend its branches over a near-by 
wall. Inthe same way, Ephraim and Manassch, grow- 
ing in population and power, will extend their rule 
over weaker neighbors. 

However, this verse has had a curious importance 
in American history. A young man named Joseph 
Smith claimed that he had been directed by an angel 
to a sect of golden plates covered with strange signs. 
With divine help he translated these signs and pub- 
lished it in 1830 as “the Book of Mormon.” 

This book begins at the time when Jerusalem 1s 
about to fall to Nebuchadrezzar. Certain descendants 
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of Joseph escape and make their way westward across 
the Atlantic to the New World, which they colonize 
and where they live for centuries. Some of them be- 
came the American Indians. 

Those who followed the teachings of Joseph Smith 
formed the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, a group usually called “the Mormons” after 
the book. To the Mormons, the verse that begins 
Jacob’s prophecy concerning Joseph is evidence of 
the truth of the Book of Mormon. They take the 
phrase “whose branches run over the wall” to be a 
reference to the descendants who crossed the Atlantic 
Ocean, for the ocean might be considered a kind of 
wall separating Europe from America. 

All this might be unimportant if it had ended there. 
However, the Mormons, although forced by hostile 
neighbors to wander here and there, grew in strength. 
Joseph Smith was killed by a mob in 1844, but under 
a new Ieader, Brigham Young, the Mormons headed 
westward and eventually settled in the ncighborhood 
of the Great Salt Lake. Here they founded a pros- 
perous community which played an important part in 
the development of the Amcrican West and which 
eventually entered the Union as the State of Utah. 

The Mormons arc still a powerful group in Utah 
and in Nevada. What's more, they actively seek con- 
verts and have missionaries all over the world. 
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49:27. Benjamin shall ravin as a wolf... 


Benjamin, although a small clan, was indeed warlike 
and, in Israel’s early history, was almost wiped out 
at one time as a result of a war in which it took on 
all the rest of Isracl. Saul, who was the first king of 
Israel, was a Benjaminite. 

However, although the descendants of Judah 
(David) replaced those of Benjamin (Saul) in the 
kingship, when Israel broke into two parts after the 
time of Solomon, the clan of Benjamin remained with 
Judah. It was the only one to do so. 

At the conclusion of Jacob’s speech, the Bible 
summarizes matters thus: 


49:28. All these are the twelve tribes of 
Israel... 


The word “tribe” is used to mean any group of peo- 
ple supposedly descended from a common ancestor. 
The word itself comes from the Latin tribus, used by 
the ancicnt Romans to describe their own group divi- 
sions. It is possible that originally the Romans con- 
sidered themselves as divided into three clans and 
that tribus means “one of three.” 

If so, to speak of twelve tribes would be a little 
odd except that the ‘one of three” meaning, if it ever 
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really existed, was quickly lost. Indeed, the most 
famous use of the word is in the phrase “the twelve 
tribes of Israel.”’ 

So close is the connection between “tribe” and 
“Israel,” that the word is sometimes used in reference 
to Jews even through modern times. Shakespeare 
has Shylock, the Jew, say at one point, “For suffer- 
ance is the badge of all our tribe” (meaning that 
Jews were forced by circumstance to learn to be 
patient and enduring). Modern Jews may even jok- 
ingly refer to a fellow Jew as “one of the tribe.” 


And now Jacob died. His age at death was less 
than that of his father and grandfather, but it was 
still great by our own standards. Abraham had died 
at 175, Isaac at 180, and Jacob at 147. These three 
long-lived men were the ancestors of a large popula- 
tion, and therefore they are “patriarchs” for reasons 
I explained in Chapter 3. 

They did not live as long as the antediluvian patri- 
archs or postdiluvian patriarchs arc described as hav- 
ing lived. Nevertheless, the history of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob is told in so much more detail, and 
their interest to us is so much greater than is that of 
men like Lamech and Peleg, who are only names to 
us, that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are the patriarchs. 
The period of history between 2000 B.c. and 1700 
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B.c, is sometimes called the Age of the Patriarchs in 
consequence. 

Jacob was taken back to Canaan and buricd there, 
as he requested. He was laid to rest in the cave of 
Machpelah, where Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, 
and Leah all lay buried. (Rachel had a grave of her 
own near Bethlehem.) 

Joseph then had to reassure his brothers that he 
planned no vengeance against them now that Jacob 
was dead. All ended their days in peace, presumably, 
but only the death of Joseph himself is mentioned: 


50:26. So Joseph died, being an hundred 
and ten years old: and they embalmed him, 
and he was put ina coffin in Egypt. 


Tradition states that he was the first of the brothers 
to die. Since he was the second: youngest, all must 
have reached advanced ages. Only Benjamin could 
possibly have been alive at the time of Joseph’s death 
and yet have died younger than 110. For that reason, 
the sons of Jacob are sometimes also referred to as 
patriarchs. Not only did they reach great old ages, 
but each was the ancestor of an Israelite tribe, Joseph 
himself being the ancestor of two. 

In fact, there are a group of speeches supposed to 
have been delivered by each of the sons of Jacob to 
their own children as they were dying. The collec- 
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tion of these forms a book called Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs. The book, however, is not con- 
sidered canonical and remains in the Apocrypha. 


With the death of the children of Jacob, the Age of 
the Patriarchs is over. In fact, verse 50:26, dealing 
with the death of Joseph, is the last verse of the book 
of Genesis. 

And with the end of the book of Genesis, this 
book comes to an end, too. There is much to be said 
beyond this point, for the second book of the Bible 
opens on a completely new scene. Several centuries 
have passed. The Israelites are no longer a single 
family group, but consist of many thousands of in- 
dividuals. Their place in Egypt has changed from 
that of honored guests to that of slaves who await 
liberation. 

To take up the tale at that time, and show how 
the words of later portions of the Bible survive in our 
language and thought, must remain a task for future 
days. 
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